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This dissertation explores how the Mexican state came to embrace study abroad as a key 
piece of national education policy. The study begins with the Mexican Revolution (1910-1917) 
and traces the changing politics and institutional pathways of student migration through 1982. 
During this period, hundreds and then thousands of Mexican students hailing from the country’s 
middle- and upper classes chose to finish their education in the United States. The dissertation’s 
central argument is that this student migration shaped the process of Mexican state formation in 
the wake of the Revolution. Even as scholarship programs responded to the impetus to 
modernize, achieve development, or foment science by importing foreign knowledge, youth 
demand for the chance to study abroad was a key yet unrecognized factor that explains why the 
state supports students’ transnational ambitions. By harnessing narratives of nationalism and 
modernization, Mexican youth pushed the state to develop institutions that granted international 
scholarships. Students aspiring to go abroad pioneered the political rationales that undergirded 
international education policy, which was then designed and implemented by foreign-trained 
Mexicans. As privileged youth, students shaped the state not by organizing but by leveraging 
their social and cultural capital as individuals. This dissertation points out that migration was a 
strategy that appealed not only to Mexico’s working-classes, but also to its “best and brightest” 
who sought to improve their prospects with a sojourn abroad. 
 
The dissertation’s first chapter examines how study abroad, a long-standing practice of 
the Mexican elite, became politicized after the Revolution. It traces debates in the press to show 
how a lack of state discourse about student migration gave other voices the opportunity to define 
the stakes of study abroad. Chapter two analyzes revolutionary-era scholarship granting 
practices, showing that paternalism persisted from the Porfiriato to the post-Revolution. 
However, the chapter reveals that Mexican students introduced revolutionary ideas into their 
petitions for scholarships, reframing their studies as an act of patriotism. The third chapter 
examines three major scholarship programs in the mid-twentieth century. It looks at both 
selection practices and the demographic profile of those who were chosen. These programs 
favored an already-privileged sector of young Mexicans, its university graduates. Chapter four, 
also set in the mid-twentieth century, explores the lived experiences and understandings of 
identity of Mexican students in the United States. This chapter argues that they pursued an ideal 
of middle-class mexicanidad during their sojourn abroad but found that this status was one of 
fragile prestige. The last chapter, covering 1960 to 1982, considers the genesis and early years of 
Mexico’s most important, and still extant, international scholarship granting institution, the 
Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología. This scholarship program served as a kind of social 
policy for young, upwardly-mobile Mexicans even as it obeyed the logic of development and 
science policy. The dissertation includes tables with statistical information on the Mexican 
students in the United States, with more detailed data for students in scholarship programs run by 
the Rockefeller Foundation and the Banco de México. 
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1 
Introduction 
When she reached the United States by airplane in 1952, Concepción Reza Inclán’s first 
stop was Texas. While many Mexican migrants’ journeys took them through that southwestern 
state, Reza arrived not to seek work but to attend an orientation program: after a few weeks at the 
University of Texas, she was bound for the University of California’s Los Angeles campus for a 
year of coursework in economics. Reza Inclán was 23 years old, raised in Mexico City, and she 
was the youngest child of a family that she described as middle class. Her father was an 
agronomist who worked at Mexico’s central bank. Though her parents could contribute some 
money to her education in the United States, she relied upon scholarships from the U.S. and 
Mexican governments to cover her expenses.1 
Her goals in coming to the United States, Reza explained, were “to get a good job in the 
field I like, and to work hard in order to get something done, especially that can be useful to my 
own country. That’s about all.”2 U.S.-educated Mexicans, she believed, had a professional edge 
in their homeland. She mimicked the positive response returnees elicited: “Oh! He went to the 
States! Oh! He studied in the States, and he must know it.” Laughing, she continued, “you get 
better jobs […] they pay you more. That’s a bad thing, but what can you do?” The blind 
preference in Mexico for the foreign-trained troubled her because Mexicans had their “own 
                                                 
1 Banco de México, Programas de becas y datos profesionales de los becarios (Mexico City: Banco de 
México, 1961), 220–21. 
2 Transcript of interview with Concepción Reza, June 22, 1953, pp. 2-3. Smithsonian Institution (SI), 
National Anthropological Association Archives (NAA), Ralph Beals Papers, Box 26, Folder “CN-14.” 
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values, and our schools are sometimes as good as schools in the States.”3 Indeed, she was 
studying in the United States during the same period when Mexico was investing heavily in the 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma and new universities, public and private, were being founded 
throughout the country.4 Still, Reza insisted that her studies at UCLA would benefit her nation as 
well as herself. When she returned to Mexico, by applying her U.S. education in economics, she 
hoped to study her country’s resources and to determine how these could be better harnessed.5  
The historical record offers little information about her career after she left UCLA in the 
spring of 1953, though we do know that by 1959, Reza was the head of the economic research 
department at the transnational company Nestlé’s Mexican branch.6 Though this position likely 
afforded her economic security and some social prestige, Reza never became a public figure, as 
many other U.S.-educated Mexicans would. During the last third of the twentieth century, the 
country’s ranks of prominent citizens included individuals like Carlos Salinas de Gortari, a 
Harvard Ph.D. and Mexican president and Bernardo Garza Sada, business magnate and MIT 
graduate. By the century’s end, advanced U.S. degrees seemed to be almost a prerequisite for 
powerful positions in Mexico. 
The dissertation opens with Concepción Reza’s story, not with the biographies of those 
well-known men, because the ascent of U.S.-educated Mexicans is only the end of the narrative 
that I recount. Before the era of Ivy League presidents and cabinet ministers, Mexican students 
                                                 
3 Transcript of interview with Concepción Reza, May 30, 1953, pp. 23-24. SI, NAA, Ralph Beals Papers, 
Box 26, Folder “CN-14.” 
4 Jaime M. Pensado, Rebel Mexico: Student Unrest and Authoritarian Political Culture during the Long 
Sixties (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013), 33. 
5 Transcript of interview with Concepción Reza, June 22, 1953, pp. 2-3. SI, NAA, Ralph Beals Papers, 
Box 26, Folder “CN-14.” 
6 Banco de México, Programas de becas y datos profesionales de los becarios, 220–21. 
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shaped the Mexican state so that it promoted their transnational ambitions. As Mexico forged 
state and nation over the course of many decades, growing numbers of Mexican students looked 
beyond their patria’s borders to begin their own futures and to help shape Mexico’s destiny, and 
over time, they ensured that the Mexican state would support subsequent generations of 
ambitious youth. 
This dissertation investigates student migration as a cultural and social practice, and it 
analyzes the ways in which that practice accrued political meaning in different periods of modern 
Mexican history. International scholarship granting by the Mexican state has deep roots in the 
elite Mexican tradition of sending sons and daughters to study abroad. The state’s work in 
granting and administering scholarships for study abroad was informed by cultural patterns that 
might seem far removed from national politics – namely, the ways that paternal authority figures 
control and protect young adults, and the expectations for lifestyle and status associated with 
middle-class identity. And yet, the national implications of study abroad, especially when it was 
sponsored by the state, about what young, foreign-educated Mexicans owed to the nation and the 
state, and about what state and society owed to its “best and brightest” youth, were inflected by 
ideas about class distinctions and age hierarchies. 
During the twentieth century, student migration was an exclusive option accessible only 
to those whose families could afford to finance a foreign education or those who had 
successfully competed for scholarships offered by the state or by U.S. institutions. In comparison 
to the total flow of Mexican nationals to the United States or the total university student 
population in Mexico, student migrants were a small minority. They were important not because 
they were many but because they were few. Mexican students abroad had the unique potential to 
bring home modern knowledge from global centers of power. With outsized political relevance, 
4 
individual Mexican students reasonably believed that a foreign education could elevate their own 
status. Students saw themselves as a special, scarce national resource, in no small part because 
scholarships were granted to students on the basis of merit. Students were not entitled to this 
funding by virtue of their birth, but they could win support by demonstrating that their excellence 
and future promise made them worthy.7 The selection process favored those with social and 
cultural capital, but the idea that scholarship recipients were uniquely deserving acted as a 
powerful justification for investing in students abroad. These notions undergirded students’ lofty 
aspirations and lent particular urgency to collective hopes for what these youth could contribute 
to modernizing Mexico. 
Exploring the political stakes of student migration in different scales, this dissertation 
tells a story set in three distinct historical moments, each marked by different nationalist 
imperatives. This chronological scope allows me to highlight continuities and transformations 
that a shorter periodization would obscure.8 The first moment begins at the turn of the twentieth 
century and spans the violent phase (1910-1920) and post-conflict reconstruction (1920-1940) of 
the Mexican Revolution. This long civil war devastated the economy, ushered in a new state and 
ruling class, and introduced new discourses of social justice. Student migration in general, and 
Mexican state funding for scholarships in particular, were controversial during this period, 
                                                 
7 In his study of the notion of merit in the United States since independence, Joseph Kett reminds us that 
at base, merit denotes “quality deserving reward.” In this U.S. context, he shows, understandings of merit 
have transformed over time in important ways as “essential merit” gave way to “institutional merit.” See 
Joseph F. Kett, Merit: The History of a Founding Ideal from the American Revolution to the Twenty-First 
Century (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2013). I explore how merit was understood in relation to 
scholarships in Mexico in chapter 2. 
8 Ariadna Acevedo has suggested that this need for longer chronologies applies to the history of education 
in Mexico in general. Ariadna Acevedo‐Rodrigo, “Descentralizar la educación desde lo rural/indígena” 
(Coloquio Historia de la educación siglo XX. Aproximaciones pedagógicas, culturales y políticas, 
Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana-Iztapalapa, Mexico City, 2016). 
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sometimes criticized as being antithetical to Mexican nationalism. Students traveling to the 
United States in the 1910s-1930s numbered just a few hundred per year (see Table 2 in Appendix 
1), remaining relatively constant even as the Mexican population began to modestly grow after 
the devastation of the revolution. Some well-connected young Mexicans had scholarships, but 
opportunities for funding were relatively scarce.  
During the second moment, from 1940 to the mid-1960s, Mexican students going abroad 
were the children of an era of relative political stability who had witnessed their country urbanize 
and industrialize.9 They grew up learning about Mexican nationalism and absorbing 
cosmopolitan popular culture.10 They were graduates of Mexico’s rapidly expanding higher 
education system and beneficiaries of the country’s tremendous economic growth during this 
period.11 In contrast to the more intensely anti-U.S. sentiments of the early post-revolution, 
during the mid-twentieth century Mexico repaired its relations with the United States, becoming 
an ally in World War II and then aligning with capitalist democracies in the Cold War. This was 
also a moment when tropes of lo mexicano gained currency throughout the country and enjoyed 
popularity abroad, particularly north of the border. Mexican students in this era were welcomed 
in the United States as worthy representatives of their nation. Concepción Reza was a member of 
                                                 
9 Despite little scholarly agreement on how to define the middle class, studies do point to “an overall 
trend whereby the middle classes increased as proportion of the national population” from the beginning 
to the end of the last century. See Louise E. Walker, Waking from the Dream: Mexico’s Middle Classes 
after 1968 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013), 3, 209–15. 
10 On public schools, see Mary Kay Vaughan, Cultural Politics in Revolution: Teachers, Peasants, and 
Schools in Mexico, 1930-1940 (Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 1997); on childhood 
experiences outside the classroom, see Elena Jackson Albarrán, Seen and Heard in Mexico: Children and 
Revolutionary Cultural Nationalism (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2014); Mary Kay 
Vaughan, Portrait of a Young Painter: Pepe Zúñiga and Mexico City’s Rebel Generation (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2015); Eileen Ford, Childhood and Modernity in Cold War Mexico City (London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2018). 
11 On this expansion and class differentiation among Mexican higher education, see Pensado, Rebel 
Mexico, chap. 1. 
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this midcentury cohort, which was significantly larger than the earlier group: after 1940, the flow 
of northbound students increased, reaching over one thousand by the mid-1960s. 
The third moment examined in this dissertation is the shortest, running from about 1970 
to 1982. During this period, dominant understandings of Mexican nationalism centered on 
independence from the United States, reviving revolutionary calls for sovereignty in a new era 
marked by high state spending and multiple economic crises as well as a brief oil boom. Student 
migration grew in scope and in political importance. The key institution that continues to grant 
most Mexican scholarships in the present was founded during this era: the Consejo Nacional de 
Ciencia y Tecnología (National Science and Technology Council), created by presidential decree 
in 1971. During this era, key figures creating international scholarship policy were themselves 
former student migrants. Trained abroad a generation earlier, they were now part of the state’s 
science bureaucracy. The dissertation’s narrative concludes in 1982, when the institutional 
landscape of scholarship granting took more or less the form it has today. 
U.S.-educated Mexicans continue to figure prominently in Mexican country’s politics, 
industry, and academy. Younger generations of these foreign-trained leaders are in the pipeline: 
student migration and Mexican scholarship programs continue robustly into the present, with 
some 15,000 Mexican students in the United States today.12 Some of these students, especially 
those at the graduate level, are supported by the Mexican state: Mexico’s largest scholarship-
granting institution gave over one thousand scholarships for Mexican students to attend graduate 
programs in the United States in 2016.13 Yet both the social and cultural practice of study abroad 
                                                 
12 Institute of International Education, “Open Doors: Report on International Education Exchange” (New 
York, 2018). 
13 Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología, “Informe General del Estado de la Ciencia, la Tecnología y 
la Innovación” (Mexico City: Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología, 2017), 128–29. 
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and state support for this mobility remain contentious in the present, and my dissertation charts a 
path to understand contemporary tensions. The questions at the heart of today’s debates, about 
the place of international education in a nationalist political culture and the compatibility of 
individual ambitions with collective well-being, are hardly new concerns. 
Leaving the homeland was not an obviously patriotic act during much of the past century, 
but in rationalizing study abroad, students and scholarship grantors consistently invoked the 
good of the Mexican nation. This could seem paradoxical since a particularly durable, oft-
remarked facet of Mexican nationalism was the general rejection of the United States and its 
imperialist government, individualistic society, and materialistic culture.14 As we might expect, 
at times critics of student migration claimed that study abroad was detrimental to the nation, and 
that a sojourn in the United States corroded students’ Mexican identity. But not all visions of 
Mexican nationalism involved anti-Americanism. Julio Moreno has argued that for businessmen 
in mid-twentieth century Mexico, selectively emulating certain aspects of U.S. capitalism in 
Mexico did not mean denationalizing. Rather, strategically partnering with U.S. government 
agencies and corporations could serve to bring the country closer to a uniquely Mexican form of 
modern, industrialized prosperity attuned to the values of the Mexican Revolution.15 Mexican 
students like Concepción Reza subscribed to this kind of nationalism, open to selective 
emulation of the United States in the name of helping Mexico fully realize its national potential. 
Students specified how they, as individuals, would contribute to Mexico’s global reputation and 
domestic development. Thus, in this dissertation I track Mexican nationalism as it was 
                                                 
14 See Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude and Other Writings, trans. Lysander Kemp (New York: 
Grove Press, 1985) especially the essay “The Pachuco and other Extremes.” 
15 Julio Moreno, Yankee Don’t Go Home!: Mexican Nationalism, American Business Culture, and the 
Shaping of Modern Mexico, 1920-1950 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2003). 
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understood and deployed by Mexican students in the United States, noting when there were 
competing visions of the national good and when students’ nationalist credentials were upheld or 
questioned by other Mexicans and people in the United States. 
Historiographical Contributions 
This is the first historical study of Mexicans studying abroad in the twentieth century, 
although a few works have treated the U.S. student experiences of individual Mexicans.16 The 
phenomenon has been periodically addressed by social scientists who are concerned with the 
impact of international education, especially upon Mexican political elites.17 These observers are 
interested in the late twentieth century when Mexicans trained in the United States were 
particularly visible. After 1982, a succession of Ivy League graduates held the Mexican 
presidency: Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado (Harvard, Master of Public Administration), Carlos 
Salinas de Gortari (Harvard, Ph.D. in Economics), and Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de León (Yale, 
Ph.D. in Economics). U.S.-educated Mexicans were seemingly everywhere in positions of 
influence as Mexico saw the emergence of neoliberalism, economic and political integration with 
the United States, and further erosion of the reputation of the official party. As Roderic Camp 
                                                 
16 Mílada Bazant has written about some of the earliest scholarships granted during the Porfiriato and 
looked in detail at the Urquidi brothers, who studied in Europe and the United States in the first decade of 
the twentieth century. I cite this work in chapter 1. See Mílada Bazant, “Estudiantes mexicanos en el 
extranjero: el caso de los hermanos Urquidi,” Historia Mexicana 36, no. 4 (April 1987): 739–58; Mílada 
Bazant, “Estudiantes y profesores mexicanos en el extranjero, 1880-1912,” in Cátedras y catedráticos en 
la historia de las universidades e instituciones de educación superior en México, ed. María de Lourdes 
Alvarado and Leticia Pérez Puente, vol. II (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 
2008), 1–17; see also the biography of MIT-educated physicist Manuel Sandoval Vallarta, Adriana Minor 
García, “Cruzar fronteras: movilizaciones científicas y relaciones interamericanas en la trayectoria de 
Manuel Sandoval Vallarta (1917-1942)” (Doctoral thesis, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 
2016). 
17 On the role of U.S.-educated Mexicans in shaping the discipline of economics in Mexico, see Sarah L. 
Babb, Managing Mexico: Economists from Nationalism to Neoliberalism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2001). 
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pointed out in his study of Mexico’s “power elite” at the turn of the twenty-first century, more 
than half of the country’s most powerful individuals had studied abroad at some point, most 
often in the United States.18 My work examines the antecedents of this moment, so far glossed 
over by scholars, to explain how and why the generation of U.S.-educated technocrats earned 
those degrees in the first place.19 Moreover, I point out that earlier cohorts of foreign-trained 
Mexicans holding posts in the Banco de México and the National Council of Science and 
Technology designed international scholarship policy in the middle third of the twentieth 
century. 
I share the perennial concern of scholars of twentieth-century Mexico, the question of 
state formation in the wake of the Mexican Revolution, but the particularities of student 
migration provide new avenues to understand this process.20 In recent decades, historians have 
extensively documented the ways that ordinary Mexicans shaped the state by resisting or 
negotiating the terms of top-down projects, whether in “everyday” ways or through organized, 
collective action. This work has recovered “the dynamics of the state’s day-to-day engagements 
with grassroots society” overlooked by an earlier generation of historians of the Mexican 
                                                 
18 Roderic Ai Camp, Mexico’s Mandarins: Crafting a Power Elite for the Twenty-First Century 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 153–54. 
19 Camp simply asserts that Mexicans studied abroad for two reasons: because they wanted to access 
advanced or high-quality education unavailable domestically, and because the Mexican government made 
scholarships for study abroad available in the second half of the twentieth century. See Camp, 154–55. 
20 The classic and influential statement of this research agenda is Gilbert M. Joseph and Daniel Nugent, 
“Popular Culture and State Formation in Revolutionary Mexico,” in Everyday Forms of State Formation: 
Revolution and the Negotiation of Rule in Modern Mexico, ed. Gilbert M. Joseph and Daniel Nugent 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1994), 3–23; for a critique and overview of new approaches 
emphasizing violence rather than cultural hegemony, see Paul Gillingham and Benjamin T. Smith, “The 
Paradoxes of Revolution,” in Dictablanda: Politics, Work, and Culture in Mexico, 1938-1968, ed. Paul 
Gillingham and Benjamin T. Smith (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014), 1–43. 
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Revolution and post-revolution.21 The Mexican state, understood not as a static entity but as a 
process, emerged through negotiations between political elites and ordinary citizens. 
Mexican student migrants’ impact on the state in the twentieth century requires a 
different framing. Students could not negotiate the politics of study abroad in nationalist Mexico 
with the state because there was no extant political discourse or plan for them resist against or 
subtly alter. Rather, students themselves, supported by institutions and individuals in Mexico and 
the United States, defined the political stakes of their migration and pushed the state to follow 
their lead. Creating a nationalist rationale for their personal desires, this relatively invisible group 
of privileged youth ultimately spurred the Mexican state to provide resources for them to achieve 
personal and professional success.  
This process involved no violence or protests in the streets, nor even any meaningful 
collective efforts. Students engaged with the Mexican state on an individual basis, and other 
institutions outside Mexico offered their alternative channels for youth to realize their 
transnational ambitions. While scholarships for Mexican youth to go abroad have been 
rationalized in Mexican state policy as projects of modernization, science, or development, the 
actual impetus for scholarship granting was to satisfy the persistent youthful demand for a 
chance at a foreign education. Put another way, students convinced the state to allocate economic 
capital to them that they converted into cultural capital through their studies outside Mexico. 
Neither the state nor these students had a project of social policy in mind, but the accreting 
consequences of thousands of individual interactions produced such a policy that survives to the 
present. 
                                                 
21 Joseph and Nugent, “Popular Culture and State Formation in Revolutionary Mexico,” 3. 
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In calling scholarship programs a form of social policy, I do not mean that these 
programs were seen as welfare or were enacted for the same reasons. Quite unlike privileged 
students, the targets of social policy were members of marginalized groups deemed to both need 
and deserve uplifting care, which could come in the form of aid or access to services. The 
ultimate goal was reducing poverty.22 The state offered resources in its role as paternalistic 
caretaker of the citizenry, but welfare also served as a way to control and monitor the 
beneficiaries.23 International scholarships, I suggest, were a special kind of social policy 
designed to boost the possibilities of an already-fortunate group of Mexican citizens. Poverty 
reduction was not the purpose, but like welfare for the poor, international scholarships were 
understood to benefit both the direct recipient as well as society as a whole. Welfare policy was 
often carried out by members of the middle class who were able to consolidate or improve their 
own social status in their roles as state workers and professionals.24 This dissertation points out 
that members of the middle classes could also receive aid from the state themselves. 
Welfare for the poor and scholarships for middle-class students both involved an array of 
institutions distributing aid. In the case of welfare, private charities coexisted with government 
social agencies, and non-state institutions offering care operated in paternalistic ways, too.25 In 
addition to scholarships funded by the Mexican government, scholarships from institutions 
                                                 
22 For some definitions of welfare that distinguish between social insurance (employment benefits) and 
social assistance (aid not linked to employment), see Michelle L. Dion, Workers and Welfare 
Comparative Institutional Change in Twentieth-Century Mexico (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2010), 3. 
23 See Ann Shelby Blum, Domestic Economies: Family, Work, and Welfare in Mexico City, 1884-1943 
(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2009). 
24 See Nichole Sanders, Gender and Welfare in Mexico: The Consolidation of a Postrevolutionary State 
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011). 
25 On this point, see Sanders, 12. 
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outside Mexico– universities, governments, private foundations, and international organizations 
– represented alternatives for students aspiring to go abroad. These institutions had their own 
conditions for scholarship recipients and expected compliance in exchange for their protection 
and economic support. Indeed, whether scholarships were offered by the Mexican state or other 
institutions, they created a relationship of care between the grantor and the recipient. 
Part of what made that relationship seem natural to all involved was that scholarship 
recipients were young. Indeed, students’ youthfulness is central to understanding them as 
subjective beings and members of society and of the Mexican nation. Mexican students, like 
other young people around the world, insisted that they embodied the national future, a notion 
that older generations came to embrace. This symbolism was a resource because it justified 
offerings of scholarships for study abroad. I follow other historians of childhood and youth in 
defining “youth” as “whatever contemporary actors understood that category to mean” rather 
than placing fixed chronological or biological boundaries on the category.26 In terms of 
chronological age, students could be as young as teenage undergraduates and as old as thirty-
something doctoral candidates with spouses and children in tow.27 However, “youth” is not a 
universal category but one marked by other facets of identity and best understood as particular to 
specific historical contexts. Here, youthfulness was bound up in the status of “student” and the 
middle-class or elite class background associated with the student identity.28 
                                                 
26 Richard Ivan Jobs and David M. Pomfret, “The Transnationality of Youth,” in Transnational Histories 
of Youth in the Twentieth Century, ed. Richard Ivan Jobs and David M. Pomfret (Hampshire, UK; New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 3; see also Steven Mintz, “Reflections on Age as a Category of 
Historical Analysis,” Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 1, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 91-94,160-
161. 
27 In fact, anecdotal evidence shows that Mexican children attended boarding schools, especially Catholic 
institutions, in the United States. A dearth of sources makes this group difficult to study. 
28 Maritza Urteaga Castro-Pozo, “Imágenes juveniles del México moderno,” in Historias de los jóvenes 
en México: su presencia en el siglo XX, ed. José Antonio Pérez Islas and Maritza Urteaga Castro-Pozo 
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Mexican students in the United States were not a homogenous group. They studied a 
range of disciplines, from engineering and agricultural science to music, in institutions small and 
large, public and private, religious and secular, in all different regions of the United States (for 
data on disciplines and regional distribution, see Table 5, Table 6, Table 7, and Table 9 in 
appendix 1). Some students, like Concepción Reza, held scholarships, while others worked to 
support themselves, and many others relied upon their parents to fund their studies. Being a 
youth, and a student, was also gendered: the archetypal Mexican student abroad was male.29 For 
the most part, scholarship programs were designed for male students, and public debates on 
student migration as a phenomenon rarely acknowledged that women, too, studied abroad. 
Although during the twentieth century most Mexican students in the United States abroad were 
men, women comprised about a quarter or a fifth of the group (see Table 4). 
Unsurprisingly, Mexican women’s experiences in the United States were marked by their 
gender. Concepción Reza’s own case is revealing. A photograph of her (Figure 1) was taken 
during her first weeks in the United States while she participated in an orientation program. She 
was depicted not as a young economist but as a señorita applying lipstick before a mirror. The 
photograph appeared in a Texan college newspaper article featuring the Texan “co-ed” standing 
at Reza’s side. The image caption reads “Texas-Mexico Alliance” and explains that Miss Verbie 
Bess Oldham was “advising” her new friend on the use of cosmetics. Though Reza’s face is 
captured only in the background, we know that she made the following impression at UCLA just 
                                                 
(Mexico City: Instituto Mexicano de la Juventud; Centro de Investigación y Estudios sobre Juventud; 
Archivo General de la Nación, 2004), 33–89. 
29 On this point in a global context, see Jobs and Pomfret, “The Transnationality of Youth,” 10–11. 
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a few weeks later: “quite pretty. Striking as a young Mexican type. ‘Morena’…[with] a very 
attractive smile. Soft low voice, petite.”30 
Figure 1. Concepción Reza Inclán, left, with a Texan student, 1952 
 
Source: “Tech Co-Ed Counsels Foreigners in UT ‘Get-Acquainted’ Program,” The Toreador 
(Texas Technological College, Lubbock, TX), September 23, 1952, p. 2. 
As exemplified by the ways that these observers hyper-feminized Reza, Mexican women 
students inhabited a gendered world, and the fact of being women shaped their experiences in 
                                                 
30 “Initial Interview [of Concepción Reza by Ralph Arellano],” October 2, 1952. SI, NAA, Ralph Beals 
Papers, Box 26, Folder “CN-14.” 
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both countries.31 Women undoubtedly faced more obstacles than did men to obtain the 
educational profile needed to qualify for scholarships, and the numbers make clear that fewer 
Mexican families sponsored the foreign education of daughters than of sons. Major scholarship-
granting institutions did not exclude women, but they did not actively seek their inclusion. 
Requirements were also premised on the notion that women students were necessarily single or 
at least disinclined toward motherhood, although the same institutions might provide male 
scholarship recipients with additional funding for their wives and children. These findings 
resonate with scholarship that points to the persistence of differentiated gender roles even as 
Mexico modernized in the twentieth century. Ideals of manhood grew less violent, and women 
joined the highly-skilled workforce in greater numbers, but patriarchal culture remained a 
powerful force shaping institutions and politics.32 For Mexican women students, though, this 
reality did not preclude them from pursuing their professional aspirations or from being seen as a 
bona fide student. For this reason, rather than segregating women’s voices and experiences in a 
gender-focused chapter, I integrate the stories of women students into my broader narrative about 
young, transnationally mobile Mexicans. I also point out the ways in which gender norms about 
                                                 
31 On popular images of modern and traditional women in Mexico during the first half of the twentieth 
century, see Joanne Hershfield, Imagining La Chica Moderna: Women, Nation, and Visual Culture in 
Mexico, 1917–1936 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008); Anne Rubenstein, Bad Language, 
Naked Ladies, and Other Threats to the Nation: A Political History of Comic Books in Mexico (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 1998). 
32 For a recent overview of this historiography that specifically calls for more attention to gender in 
political history, see Mary Kay Vaughan, “Forging a Gender Path in Modern Mexican History,” The 
Americas 74, no. 3 (July 2017): 255–66; on women’s white-collar labor as state employees and gender-
based organizing, see Susie S. Porter, From Angel to Office Worker: Middle-Class Identity and Female 
Consciousness in Mexico, 1890-1950 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2018); on modern 
masculinities with attention to social class, see Vaughan, Portrait of a Young Painter; Robert F. Alegre, 
Railroad Radicals in Cold War Mexico: Gender, Class, and Memory (Lincoln, NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2013). 
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both men’s and women’s behavior shaped the politics of study abroad in public debates and the 
actual policies of scholarship-granting institutions. 
Mexican students in the United States diverge from the types of youth groups who have 
interested historians: those whose behavior provoked adult anxieties or incited adult repression. 
These works focus on student activism, armed movements, and countercultures, especially 
during the Cold War era.33 Mexican students bound for the United States were not rebellious, 
though they did sometimes cause adults concern. They did not come into contact with the 
Mexican state through confrontation, and they were not targets of state repression. Far less 
visibly than student activists demanding change in public, Mexican students going abroad had no 
platform but their own stipends, and they pursued this resource not as members of a collective 
but as unique individuals whose worth had to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. While 
transgressive students were seen as dangerous to authorities because of their youth, the subjects 
of my study found their youthfulness to be an asset. In coming into contact with state institutions, 
Mexican students in the United States wielded youthfulness as a kernel of promise and merit in 
order to make transnational mobility possible. And rather than rejecting the state’s paternalist 
                                                 
33 See Pensado, Rebel Mexico; Jaime M. Pensado, “El Movimiento Estudiantil Profesional (MEP): una 
mirada a la radicalización de la juventud católica mexicana durante la Guerra Fría,” Mexican 
Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 31, no. 1 (February 2015): 156–92; Aymara Flores Soriano, “Estudiantes 
disidentes y estado mexicano: Organización y movilización estudiantil en el Instituto Politécnico 
Nacional (ca. 1938-1956)” (Doctoral thesis, Centro de Investigaciones y de Estudios Avanzados del 
Instituto Politécnico Nacional, Departamento de Investigaciones Educativas, 2016); Eric Zolov, Refried 
Elvis: The Rise of the Mexican Counterculture (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999); Eric 
Zolov, “¡Cuba Sí, Yanquis No! The Sacking of the Instituto Cultural México-Norteamericano in Morelia, 
Michoacán, 1961,” in In from the Cold: Latin America’s New Encounter with the Cold War, ed. Gilbert 
M. Joseph and Daniela Spenser (Duke University Press, 2008), 214–52; Jaime M. Pensado and Enrique 
C. Ochoa, eds., México Beyond 1968: Revolutionaries, Radicals, and Repression During the Global 
Sixties and Subversive Seventies (Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 2018); for a biography that 
speaks to the cultural politics of youth, Vaughan, Portrait of a Young Painter; though not exclusively on 
youth, see also Walker, Waking from the Dream especially chapter 1. 
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authority, students going abroad who sought scholarships from the state bought into that 
framework; indeed, it served their interests. 
Mexican students in the United States are a historiographically unusual subject of 
research for historians of youth; analogously, foreign students are also rarely studied by 
historians of migration.34 Mexican students in the United States were virtually never called 
“migrants” nor did they refer themselves as such.35 I have chosen to apply the label “student 
migrants” to remind us that these young people were not only students but human beings in 
movement between countries and cultural milieux, living in material conditions over which they 
had only partial control, subjects with emotional experiences, and actors in social relationships. 
Calling Mexican students bound for or in the United States “student migrants” keeps at the fore 
what they had in common with many other Mexican migrants: their nationality and their 
aspiration to a better future in Mexico via a transnational path. 
These similarities were at times not obvious to students and contemporary observers, in 
no small part because of the important differences between student migrants and working-class 
Mexican migrants. Though part of the same national body politic, workers and students were 
conceived as having entirely different roles to play. During the twentieth century, Mexican 
contract workers performed manual labor as braceros – literally, “arms” – while Mexican 
students abroad were increasingly referred to as cerebros, “brains” that Mexico feared losing.36  
                                                 
34 For an exception, see Barbara M. Posadas, “Transnationalism and Higher Education: Four Filipino 
Chicago Case Studies,” Journal of American Ethnic History 32, no. 2 (Winter 2013): 7–37. 
35 This term is commonly used by social scientists studying “international student migration/mobility” in 
the present. For an overview of this literature, see Russell King and Parvati Raghuram, “International 
Student Migration: Mapping the Field and New Research Agendas,” Population, Space and Place 19, no. 
2 (2013): 127–137. 
36 Harzig and Hoerder write: “some societies treat migrant human beings like body parts, commodified as 
instruments of work: as ‘hands’ or ‘braceros’ (arms) rather than as hearts and heads.” See Christiane 
Harzig and Dirk Hoerder, What Is Migration History? (Cambridge: Polity, 2009), 4. 
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Unlike the vast majority of their migrating compatriots, students traveled north not to accumulate 
economic capital but to increase their cultural capital.37 Being categorized as a cerebro and not a 
bracero had important consequences for Mexican students’ treatment in the United States. The 
celebratory reception that Mexican students usually received little resembled the racialized 
hatred directed toward labor migrants. For example, reflecting on her time at UCLA, Concepción 
Reza asserted that she was very well-treated on campus, “as if I were an ambassador or 
something like that.”38 Mexican students had a vested interest in maintaining a sharp categorical 
distinction between groups of Mexicans in the United States. As the following chapters will 
show, being taken for an “ordinary” Mexican migrant was something that offended students and 
worried their U.S. allies. 
Furthermore, unlike labor migrants who generally came from the popular classes, 
students going abroad had an elite class background: with few exceptions, they were the 
daughters and sons of middle- and upper-class families in Mexico, sectors that comprised a 
minority of the Mexican population.39 Being elite, as I define it here, meant belonging to a 
somewhat heterogenous category that included both the scions of major political families and 
industrial dynasties as well as students who could have never studied abroad without a 
scholarship. Yet even these students of humbler origins had, by definition, the relative privilege 
                                                 
37 Jobs and Pomfret make this claim about the leaders of newly independent nations who had studied 
abroad in the metropole during their youth. See Jobs and Pomfret, “The Transnationality of Youth,” 8; for 
definitions of different types of capital, see Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of 
Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, ed. John G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1986), 241–58. 
38 Transcript of interview with Concepción Reza, June 22, 1953, p. 36. SI, NAA, Ralph Beals Papers, Box 
26, Folder “CN-14.” 
39 Here I follow Nancy Green’s categorization of “elite” as including both the wealthy and middle class. 
See Nancy L. Green, “Elite Migration: Revisiting Class and Mobility,” The Immigration and Ethnic 
History Newsletter XLVI, no. 1 (May 2014): 1. 
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of being among the most educated citizens of their home country.40 Though their disposable 
income, family reputation, and social capital varied considerably, all Mexican student migrants 
possessed far more cultural capital than the average Mexican, and certainly more than the 
average Mexican labor migrant. 
My use of the term “student migrant” represents my refusal to endorse the elitist and 
classist assumptions that explain why certain mobile actors are labeled as migrants while others 
are not. I examine both the real differences, like those enumerated above, that distinguished 
student migrants from labor migrants, as well as the overlap between the categories. I show that 
student migrants’ elite status was precarious and in-the-making. The higher cost of living and 
racialized prejudice against Mexican nationals in the United States meant that students did not 
necessarily live like elites when they were north of the border. What is more, the choice to study 
abroad was a bid to salir adelante (get ahead), even if they had already begun their lives among 
Mexico’s more fortunate. These young women and men expected that their foreign credentials 
would advance their professional goals and social status when they returned to Mexico. In this 
sense, they chose to migrate as a way to secure a life in Mexico that would not have been 
accessible had they stayed at home; like the much larger group of labor migrants, they decided 
on a transnational path toward the best future within the national fold. However, much as 
returning labor migrants faced questions about their mexicanidad, so too did student migrants 
after they completed their studies in the United States.  
                                                 
40 Even after the tremendous expansion of the university system in the mid-twentieth century, by 1980 
only 14 percent of youth aged 20-24 had accessed university education. See Adrián de Garay Sánchez and 
Miguel A. Casillas Alvarado, “Los estudiantes como jóvenes: una reflexión sociológica,” in Jóvenes, 
culturas e identidades urbanas, ed. Alfredo Nateras Domínguez (Mexico City: Universidad Autónoma 
Metropolitana, Unidad Iztapalapa, 2002), 246. 
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By focusing on individual migrants’ decisions, strategies, and connections to institutions, 
I am using the questions of migration historians to reveal what student migrants shared with the 
broader group of labor migrants and what really did set them apart. I follow lines of inquiry that 
others have used to understand the human and structural aspects of migration: What motivated 
students to leave Mexico? How did they experience their sojourn abroad and their return home 
(if they returned)? What institutions supported their mobility, and how did they work? How were 
they seen by host and home societies, and how did they see themselves? 
In fact, this dissertation is a history of migration. I advance the project of a growing 
number of scholars who look at migration to the United States not to tell U.S. history – a nation-
bound narrative of arrival, acculturation, and assimilation – but to recount, instead, transnational 
histories of migration that consider “both ends of mobility”; this means that migration history 
contributes, as U.S. immigration history rarely did, to writing nuanced histories of migrant-
sending countries.41 In this case, my goal is to write Mexican history through a history of 
migration, to consider “the politics of exit,” by asking how states “accompany, encourage, or 
impede exit” and how home country attitudes toward emigration shape migrant identities.42 
Historians of Mexican migration based in the United States are increasingly tackling these 
problems, turning to Mexican archival and oral history sources and framing migration as part of 
Mexican national history.43 Mexican histories of migration are still rare, but those that have been 
                                                 
41 Harzig and Hoerder, What Is Migration History?, 3; see also Adam Goodman, “Nation of Migrants, 
Historians of Migration,” Journal of American Ethnic History 34, no. 4 (2015): 7–16. 
42 Nancy L. Green and François Weil, eds., Citizenship and Those Who Leave: The Politics of Emigration 
and Expatriation (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2007), 2; See also Nancy L. Green, “The 
Politics of Exit: Reversing the Immigration Paradigm,” The Journal of Modern History 77, no. 2 (2005): 
263–89. 
43 For some recent examples, see Deborah Cohen, Braceros: Migrant Citizens and Transnational Subjects 
in the Postwar United States and Mexico (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2011); 
Romeo Guzmán, “Migrant Parents, Mexican-Americans, and Transnational Citizenship, 1920s to 1940s” 
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written are attuned to the topic’s connection to national history (Mexican sociology and 
anthropology of migration constitute a larger, more developed field of research).44  
In this literature, Mexican students have been mostly absent. Labor migrants, a far more 
numerous group, have been understood as the true objects of migration research, not only in the 
Mexican case, but also in migration history more generally. As early as 1933, Mexican 
anthropologist Manuel Gamio asserted that professionals, political exiles, artistic types, and 
students did not form part of “the immigrant class we consider our problem,” and researchers 
since have mostly followed his lead in excluding these groups.45 But as Nancy Green has pointed 
out, studying “elite migrants” allows us to examine the interplay of class and nationality in 
shaping migrant experiences.46  
For example, despite Gamio’s choice to limit the so-called immigrant problem to 
working class migrants, in the 1920s, his anthropological team collected the testimony of a 
                                                 
(Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2017); Mireya Loza, Defiant Braceros: How Migrant Workers Fought 
for Racial, Sexual, and Political Freedom (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2016); 
Ana Raquel Minian, Undocumented Lives: The Untold Story of Mexican Migration (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2018); Daniel Morales, “The Making of Mexican America: Transnational 
Networks in the Rise of Mass Migration 1900-1940” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2016); Mark 
Overmyer-Velázquez, Beyond La Frontera: The History of Mexico-U.S. Migration (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011); Ana Elizabeth Rosas, Abrazando El Espíritu: Bracero Families Confront the US-
Mexico Border (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2014); Julie M. Weise, Corazón de Dixie: 
Mexicanos in the U.S. South since 1910 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2015). 
44 Works include Fernando Saúl Alanís Enciso, Que se queden allá: el gobierno de México y la 
repatriación de mexicanos en Estados Unidos (1934-1940) (Tijuana, B.C.; San Luis Potosí, S.L.P.: El 
Colegio de la Frontera Norte; El Colegio de San Luis, 2007); also available in English translation: 
Fernando Saúl Alanís Enciso, They Should Stay There: The Story of Mexican Migration and Repatriation 
during the Great Depression, trans. Russ Davidson (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 
2017); Andrés Ríos Molina, “La psicosis del repatriado. De los campos agrícolas en Estados Unidos al 
Manicomio La Castañeda en la Ciudad de México, 1920–1944,” Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 27, 
no. 2 (August 2011): 361–84; Mercedes Carreras de Velasco, Los mexicanos que devolvió la crisis, 1929-
1932 (Mexico City: Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores, 1974). 
45 Manuel Gamio, Mexican Immigration to the United States. A Study of Human Migration and 
Adjustment (New York: Dover Publications, 1971), 33. 
46 Green, “Elite Migration.” 
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Mexican man who had been a student at New York University but was expelled after three 
months because of his limited knowledge of English. Upon losing his student status, he soon lost 
his on-campus job, and then spent several weeks “penniless” and barely subsisting on “ten cents 
worth of bread a day, and water.” Finally, he found himself living much as the rest of New 
York’s immigrants: periodically unemployed, working in poorly-paid factory jobs, and subject to 
discrimination for being a foreigner.47 While the status of student elevated some young Mexicans 
socially and culturally above their worker peers, that status could be quickly and dramatically 
lost. In the chapters that follow, we meet Mexican students who take jobs they deem beneath 
their status and others who fall into debt after an unexpected expense. 
Documenting the history of elite migration contributes to a fuller understanding of the 
diversity of Mexican migrant identities and experiences, something that historians Ana Minian 
and Mireya Loza have emphasized by accounting for women, indigenous, and queer migrant 
identities.48 My work tackles the variables of youth and social class as identity markers that 
distinguished, albeit unevenly, student migrants from other Mexicans in the United States. A 
small number of works take age into account to understand migrant families.49 Most scholars 
only briefly acknowledge the presence of elite Mexicans in the United States, but their findings 
reveal the racialized dimension of these Mexicans’ preferential treatment: they could be socially 
categorized as white, or closer to it, than the archetypal brown Mexican. Gabriela Arredondo 
finds that light-skinned, educated, well-dressed Mexicans in early twentieth-century Chicago 
                                                 
47 Manuel Gamio, The Life Story of the Mexican Immigrant: Autobiographic Documents (New York: 
Dover Publications, 1972), 190–94. 
48 Minian, Undocumented Lives; Loza, Defiant Braceros. 
49 Guzmán, “Migrant Parents, Mexican-Americans, and Transnational Citizenship, 1920s to 1940s”; 
Rosas, Abrazando El Espíritu; Rachel Grace Newman, Los niños migrantes entre Michoacán y 
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could “pass” as Spanish and thereby avoid anti-Mexican discrimination.50 Similarly, Julie Weise 
shows that the mostly middle- and upper-class Mexican migrants, including students, in 1920s 
New Orleans were seen as “a national identity within the white category,” free to mingle with 
and even marry those of European descent.51 I build on these findings by offering a sustained 
examination of the privileges that Mexican students enjoyed as well as careful attention to the 
moments when that status was fragile or broken. 
As a work of transnational history, this dissertation deals with historical actors who 
crossed borders and institutions whose projects transcended the nation-state, and I draw from 
archival, published, and oral history sources located in both Mexico and the United States. 
However, this work’s center of gravity is in Mexico. I do trace the history of U.S. efforts to bring 
Mexican students to its universities, linking this project to other state- and citizen-led attempts to 
build U.S. global hegemony by educating the world’s elites.52 That geopolitical goal has shaped 
extant scholarship on Mexican students in the United States, which ultimately addresses the 
question of whether study abroad influences Mexican “attitudes.”53 As my dissertation shows, 
this research agenda is closely related to the never-proven claim that U.S.-educated Mexicans 
would form a positive image of the United States, and as a result, they would enact more U.S.-
                                                 
50 Gabriela F. Arredondo, Mexican Chicago: Race, Identity, and Nation, 1916-39 (Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press, 2008), 134–42. 
51 Weise, Corazón de Dixie, 35. 
52 On the history of major U.S. institutions involved in working with foreign students, Liping Bu, Making 
the World like Us: Education, Cultural Expansion, and the American Century (Westport, CT: Praeger, 
2003); for an essay situating the history of student mobility in U.S. international history, see Paul A. 
Kramer, “Is the World Our Campus? International Students and US Global Power in the Long Twentieth 
Century,” Diplomatic History 33, no. 5 (2009): 775–806. 
53 Here I refer to the work of Roderic Camp, especially in Mexico’s Mandarins; he shares this 
preoccupation with the only monograph on Mexican students in the United States, published in 1957, 
which seeks to understand the “cultural adjustment” that students undergo before, during, and after the 
study abroad experience. See Ralph L. Beals and Norman Daymond Humphrey, No Frontier to Learning. 
The Mexican Student in the United States (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1957). 
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friendly policies, however those were understood at the time. This idea, which dates to the early 
twentieth century, was invoked to justify U.S.-funded scholarship programs for decades, and it 
also circulated in the U.S. press. Though it is possible to show that a U.S. education is a common 
biographical feature among powerful Mexicans, scholars have yet to demonstrate the influence 
of that foreign training.54 By contrast, attending to the motivations and experiences of young 
Mexicans, this dissertation emphasizes how young Mexicans shaped their own country by 
seeking to leave, leaving, and returning. I show why it was unrealistic for U.S. study abroad 
boosters to expect that students would become pro-U.S. allies. Mexican students’ goals centered 
around themselves and their nation, not the United States, and they arrived in the United States 
capable of observing the complexity of their northern neighbor and quite ready to criticize it. 
Of course, the story I tell is marked by the particularities of the Mexico-U.S. relationship 
in the modern era, characterized by a tremendous geopolitical inequality (without a formal 
colonial history), profoundly intertwined economies, the massive migration of Mexicans to the 
United States, and intense and varied cultural exchange. This unique binational history is why I 
chose to write primarily about Mexicans studying in the United States and not about those 
traveling to other countries, mostly in Western Europe, which do not have such significant ties to 
Mexico.55 This dissertation acknowledges that Mexican student migration to the United States is 
                                                 
54 Political historian Roderic Camp is cautious not to attribute broad shifts in Mexico’s political and 
economic structures entirely to the fact that its leaders were Ivy League alumni. He posits that “many 
power elite Mexicans shared these experiences abroad and many were exposed to a methodological 
approach which was empirically oriented and strongly analytical.” See Camp, Mexico’s Mandarins, 204. 
55 While the United States has long received the greatest numbers of international students in general, the 
United Kingdom, Germany, and France also have long histories of educating foreign youth, including 
Mexicans. Unfortunately, there are no data about how many Mexican students went to Europe and the 
handful of other destinations outside the West that would allow me to demonstrate that more Mexican 
students went to the United States than elsewhere; anecdotal evidence and common sense, though, would 
suggest that this was the case in the twentieth century. European universities, though, were almost 
certainly more popular than their U.S. counterparts with Mexican students before the early twentieth 
century. On Mexican students at the English school Stonyhurst, see Víctor M. Macías-González, 
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related to the marked structural inequalities that divide the two countries. However, in the 
context of U.S. pretensions to dominance, I emphasize how student migration resulted from the 
strategic choices of Mexican youth and institutions to better their futures and the nation’s future. 
For this reason, my work resonates with new scholarly approaches to transnational and 
international Mexican history that move away from narratives of how Mexican was dominated 
from without to explore the ways that the country and its citizens wielded power in transnational 
settings. Scholars have pointed out that Mexican ideas in the postrevolution had influence in the 
United States and beyond.56 Moreover, Mexico was a regional center of gravity in its own right, 
and its foreign policy aimed to solidify that role and forge connections with other Latin 
American countries.57 Its comparatively large system of higher education has also made Mexico 
an academic pole of attraction for Latin Americans: Mexican universities received students from 
the rest of the hemisphere, especially from Central America, and some of those foreign students 
in Mexico were funded by the Mexican government in the 1920s and 1930s.58 While I do not 
                                                 
“Learning the Rules of the Game: Informal Empire and the Mexican Experience at Stonyhurst College, 
1805–1920,” in The Victorian World, ed. Martin Hewitt (London: Routledge, 2012), 691–707, 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203718056.ch39. 
56 For Mexican-produced economic ideas (theorized by U.S.- and British-educated Mexicans), see Christy 
Thornton, “‘Mexico Has the Theories’: Latin America and the Interwar Origins of Development,” in The 
Development Century: A Global History, ed. Stephen J. Macekura and Erez Manela (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018), 263–82, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108678940.013; for the 
influence of Mexican educational projects on U.S. education leaders in the Southwest, see Ruben Flores, 
Backroads Pragmatists: Mexico’s Melting Pot and Civil Rights in the United States (Philadelphia, PA: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014). 
57 Amelia M. Kiddle, Mexico’s Relations with Latin America during the Cárdenas Era (Albuquerque, 
NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2016); Elizabeth Schwall, “Coordinating Movements: The Politics 
of Cuban-Mexican Dance Exchanges, 1959–1983,” Hispanic American Historical Review 97, no. 4 
(November 2017): 681–716. 
58 Sebastián Rivera Mir, “La experiencia de los centroamericanos becados en México (1922-1928). Entre 
carencias, vida académica y propaganda revolucionaria,” Latinoamérica. Revista de Estudios 
Latinoamericanos, no. 55 (2012): 185–214; Sebastián Rivera Mir, “El intercambio académico entre 
México y América Latina durante el cardenismo. Problemas, debates y actores,” Revista Mexicana de 
Historia de la Educación 6, no. 11 (June 2018): 79–104. 
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study these intra-Latin American flows, they coexisted with the student migration analyzed here. 
The fact that Mexico was, and still is, both a student migrant-sending and -receiving country 
reminds us that Mexico’s geopolitical position is defined only in part by being the U.S. 
hegemon’s southern neighbor. 
Chapter Overview 
The first two chapters cover the tumultuous years of 1910-1940, commonly labeled as the 
“revolutionary era.” These three decades encompass both the violent civil war and the 
establishment of a new revolutionary state. Although the primary mechanism for political 
stability – the formation of a ruling party and the corporatist organization of Mexican society – 
was in place by 1928, domestic unrest and international challenges plagued Mexico throughout 
the period. Most important for this project were the troubled relations with the United States after 
the revolution and marked antipathy among members of the public in each country toward the 
other. In the United States, anti-Mexican racism proved especially powerful during the 
Depression, while in Mexico continued U.S. meddling and revolutionary discourses of 
nationalism ensured that anti-yanquismo would feature in popular and elite thinking. Still, 
Mexican student migration to the United States, which dated to the early nineteenth century, 
persisted throughout the revolutionary era. Mexican scholarships for study abroad funded by the 
state, which had also existed before the revolution, were awarded during the armed conflict and 
in the decades after. From the United States, internationally-minded elites pushed philanthropic 
institutions and universities to create scholarships for Mexican students with the idea of 
improving bilateral relations. 
The first chapter of the dissertation argues that between 1910 and 1940, Mexican student 
migration to the United States became a problem of national significance in Mexico, growing in 
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symbolic importance even as the actual numbers of students remained constant. I argue that in 
the wake of the revolution, the fact that youth were heading north to study became controversial, 
but ultimately U.S. and Mexican nationalist interests prevailed to silence critics of study abroad. 
The chapter covers the early history of student migration prior to 1910, when the topic garnered 
little attention in both countries. Then, it explains how U.S. scholarship initiatives beginning in 
the 1910s spurred public debates in Mexico about the foreign education of its youth. Even as 
U.S. enthusiasm for bringing Mexican students to its universities flourished, Mexican public 
opinion remained mixed. After the murder of two Mexican students by an Oklahoma sheriff in 
1931, it seemed impossible to reconcile student migration with Mexican national pride. 
Sustained interest from Mexican students and U.S. institutions in study abroad put the 
controversy to rest by 1940, just as Mexico-U.S. relations began to improve. 
The second chapter, set during this same era, analyzes the relationships between Mexican 
students and the officials who offered scholarships for their study abroad. Revolutionary rhetoric, 
extolling Mexican autonomy and positioned against foreign influence, made it politically 
complicated to endorse sending students away for an education, although this was something that 
Mexico’s top educational authorities were consistently doing during the period 1910-1940. This 
chapter posits that paternalist practices guided the actual working of scholarships despite 
periodic attempts to systematize it. Powerful government officials chose scholarship recipients 
based on their academic merit and social connections and then sought to monitor and control 
students’ behavior from afar. Though subordinated in this paternalist relationship, students 
seeking or holding scholarships could use their privileged relationships with powerful men to 
extract resources, appealing to shared ideas about social class and living standards. Students also 
deployed revolutionary narratives of social justice and patriotism to make claims, advancing the 
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idea that the young men and women who studied abroad were great supporters of their nation. In 
this way, they pushed state officials to consider scholarships as compatible with revolutionary 
nationalism. 
Chapter 3 moves forward to the mid-twentieth century, covering the period 1940 to 1965, 
an era of rapid economic and population growth in Mexico when the numbers of student 
migrants to the United States also grew significantly. Using data collected from university 
directories and scholarship programs, I analyze the background of students going to the United 
States in terms of region, class, age, and Mexican educational experience. Then, I examine 
Mexican-, U.S.-, and binational institutions’ efforts to shape the migratory flow of students 
through their scholarship programs, noting how they linked this project to Mexican national 
development and bilateral relations. Scholarship selection became more standardized during this 
era, moving away from paternalism to more explicit criteria to determine suitable scholarship 
recipients. However, I show that these programs were not designed to promote social mobility so 
much as to transform Mexico through the education of promising youth who were usually 
middle-class and elite. While the mid-twentieth century saw more scholarships available than 
ever before, student migration remained feasible only for Mexicans who were born privileged or 
had already experienced social mobility prior to winning a scholarship. 
The fourth chapter returns to the perspective of Mexican students and considers the 
identities they formed while in the United States from the 1940s to the 1960s. Publicly celebrated 
in both countries, they developed a sense of great importance as representatives of Mexico and 
the bright minds who would guide its future. This identity intertwined their mexicanidad with 
middle-classness, which they experienced in terms of status and consumption. I examine the 
messages about their identity that students received from scholarship officials, the press, and 
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everyday citizens they encountered in the United States. Students, too, readily articulated this 
vision of themselves as standard bearers for the national future. However, the chapter reveals that 
this identity was often threatened by the disappointments of day-to-day life as a student migrant: 
in the United States, they could experience a drop in their standard of living, and they also faced 
anti-Mexican discrimination in some cases. The triumphant rhetoric around student migration in 
the mid-twentieth century, then, bolstered students’ ambitions but could not guarantee universal 
recognition of the special status students believed they deserved. 
The fifth chapter shows how the Mexican state came to concern itself not only with 
providing scholarships for study abroad but also with providing suitable employment for 
returning U.S.-educated Mexicans. In 1971, president Luis Echeverría created Mexico’s Consejo 
Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología, a decentralized state institution whose first three directors 
were U.S.-educated. During the 1970s, Conacyt’s agenda included sending Mexican students 
abroad and ensuring their successful reincorporation into the Mexican workforce. I show that 
these state activities cannot be understood as merely scientific policy, but rather as a kind of 
social policy for upwardly mobile Mexican youth. As U.S.-educated Mexicans made the state 
responsible for ensuring that they would be able to claim their special place in the national 
future, the state nurtured the transnational ambitions of coming generations of aspiring student 
migrants. The conclusion briefly sketches how student migration and scholarship institutions 
have changed since the 1980s, reframing arguments from the preceding chapters and offering a 
reflection on the politics of study abroad in 2019. 
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Chapter 1: Public Debates on Student Migration in the Era of Revolutionary Nationalism 
Mexican student migration is a phenomenon as old as the Mexican nation itself. 
However, it was in the context of the Mexican Revolution that education abroad acquired 
political significance. This chapter traces this politicization in public conversations about student 
migration and its place in revolutionary nationalism, focusing on the period 1910-1940. The 
central argument is that the Mexican state’s reluctance to intervene in those debates allowed a 
heterogeneous group of other actors to define the stakes of Mexican study abroad in relation to 
nationalism. Voices weighing in on the matter included U.S. citizens offering scholarships to 
Mexican students, U.S.-educated Mexicans, and Mexican newspaper reporters and editors. The 
chapter reveals that revolutionary nationalism first imperiled and then revitalized the legitimacy 
of study abroad as a social practice and as education policy. Although only a few hundred 
Mexican students traveled to the United States each year (see Table 2), by 1940 there was a 
growing public consensus that their mobility was a boon to the nation. 
These debates took place during an era marked by controversies surrounding public 
education as the revolutionary state worked to build a sense of national belonging throughout 
Mexico. The Mexican Revolution (1910-1917) brought an end to the rule of Porfirio Díaz and 
his allies. It also removed the aristocratic elite from power and ushered in a new political class 
that was at least nominally committed to making Mexico not only modern and prosperous but 
also equitable and just. As the Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP) experimented with 
different educational models, from the John Dewey-inspired escuela de la acción in the 1920s to 
socialist education in the 1930s, successive presidents and secretaries of education 
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communicated to citizens about these initiatives and the reasoning behind them using speeches, 
public ceremonies, and the press. Textbooks, magazines, and other SEP publications also 
transmitted the ideas undergirding educational projects to citizen readers. Yet across the republic, 
local communities rejected teachers they did not want, conservatives mobilized against the 
ideologies taught in public classrooms, and parents refused to send their children to school. Local 
communities, rural teachers, and pupils all had some power to shape the way that official dictates 
played out in practice. What is more, once they were familiar with the state’s language and 
imagery of nationalism, rural Mexicans wielded it to make different types of claims upon the 
state.1 
Though higher education involved a far smaller part of the Mexican population, student 
organizations at the National University also pushed the state to modify its policies and forms of 
oversight over their institution. Students routinely planned marches and strikes to protest 
decisions taken by university officials, the SEP, and the president. The most concrete outcome of 
student resistance came in 1929 when the university won its autonomy from the federal 
government following a large student mobilization.2 These and other forms of resistance meant 
                                                 
1 Many historians of education in Mexico have found evidence of resistance and negotiation in many local 
and regional settings during the first two postrevolutionary decades. For one statement of this history’s 
importance for understanding the Mexican Revolution, see Alan Knight, “Popular Culture and the 
Revolutionary State in Mexico, 1910-1940,” Hispanic American Historical Review 74, no. 3 (1994): 393–
444; for a synthetic overview of more recent work, see Engracia Loyo, “La educación del pueblo,” in 
Historia mínima: la educación en México, ed. Pablo Escalante and Dorothy Tanck Estrada (Mexico City: 
El Colegio de México, 2010), 154–87; for two key studies using local examples, see Vaughan, Cultural 
Politics in Revolution; Elsie Rockwell, Hacer escuela, hacer estado: la educación posrevolucionaria 
vista desde Tlaxcala (Zamora, Michoacán; Mexico City: Colegio de Michoacán; CIESAS; Cinvestav-
Sede Sur, Departamento de Investigaciones Educativas, 2007). 
2 See Renate Marsiske, “Los estudiantes en la Universidad Nacional de México: 1910-1928,” in Los 
Estudiantes: trabajos de historia y sociología, ed. Renate Marsiske (Mexico City: Centro de Estudios 
sobre la Universidad; Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México; Plaza y Valdés, 1998), 191–223; 
Javier Garciadiego Dantán, Rudos contra científicos: la Universidad Nacional durante la Revolución 
mexicana (Mexico City: Colegio de México, Centro de Estudios Históricos, 1996). 
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that the state had to accommodate, at least to an extent, the desires of Mexican citizens in the 
project of postrevolutionary state- and nation-building. 
A different process politicized study abroad in this same era. To be sure, there were signs 
that it was part of official education projects, even if it was not widely publicized: when the SEP 
was created in 1921, one of its original departments was called Pensionados al extranjero, 
designating an administrative home for international scholarship granting.3 In 1922, the 
Universidad Nacional de México created a Sección de Intercambio Universitario (University 
Exchange Section) in charge of public relations abroad, student exchange, and scholarship 
payments to students.4 But in the absence of clear policy and discourse from the state about 
student migration or the utility of scholarships for national purposes, the Mexican public took up 
those questions and debated possible answers. By the end of the period examined here, Mexican 
state officials were beginning to embrace ideas that had originated in public conversations. 
Leaving Mexico could be a nationalist act if youth pursued knowledge that would be useful to 
the nation upon their return, making it politically viable for the state to offer the scholarships that 
students desired. Debates were often catalyzed by projects originating in the United States or 
events that transpired north of the border; U.S. interlocutors sometimes participated directly in 
conversations. As I detail below, Mexican student migration during this era involved a very 
small group of individuals. However, these mobile students were increasingly recognized as 
important on both sides of the border. 
                                                 
3 “Diario de Debates de la Cámara de Diputados,” XXIX Legislature, Year 1, Extraordinary Session 
(Cámara de Diputados del Congreso de la Unión, August 16, 1921), 
http://cronica.diputados.gob.mx/DDebates/29/1er/Extra/19210816.html. 
4 Universidad Nacional de México, “Reglamentos Interiores de la Universidad Nacional de México,” 
Boletín de la Universidad Nacional de México, t. 1, no. 1., April 1922, pp. 165-166. 
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Those intervening in debates about study abroad spoke to literate, middle-class 
individuals in Mexico who read national papers like El Universal, Excélsior, and El Nacional. 
These publications were all creations of the revolutionary era; the first two were founded during 
the violent period and the last in 1929 as an officialist organ of the newly institutionalized ruling 
party. El Universal and Excélsior were willing to critique the government in power and often 
transmitted conservative perspectives, but all three papers published pieces reflecting a variety of 
political positions.5 U.S. actors were able to intervene in Mexican conversations by speaking to 
the Mexican press or by publishing their own pamphlets and other material, in English or 
Spanish, and making it available to students interested in going abroad. 
Mexican Student Migration before 1910 
The first instances of Mexican youth traveling to the United States to complete their 
education date to the earliest years of Mexico’s existence as an independent nation. Writing in 
1840, Madame Frances Calderón de la Barca, the Scottish wife of the Spanish minister to 
Mexico, observed that it was “a universal source of complaint among the most distinguished 
persons in Mexico, that in order to give their sons a thorough education, it is necessary to send 
them abroad.”6 However, most elite families contemplating sending a child abroad preferred 
Europe to the United States. Mexico’s Francophile elite culture was in part responsible for this 
preference.7 Furthermore, at the time U.S. colleges and universities were themselves small and 
                                                 
5 Pablo Piccato, “Altibajos de la esfera pública en México, de la dictadura republicana a la democracia 
corporativa. La era de la prensa,” in Independencia y revolución: pasado, presente y futuro, ed. Gustavo 
Leyva (Mexico City: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana; Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2010), 262–
64, 271–72. 
6 Madame Frances Calderón de la Barca, Life in Mexico (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1982), 237. 
7 Bazant, “Estudiantes mexicanos en el extranjero,” 739–40. 
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lacked prestige when compared to Old World institutions; like their Mexican counterparts, in the 
nineteenth century the most advanced U.S. students traveled to Europe to finish their education. 
Still, for some families, institutions in the United States were an attractive option. At 
Georgetown University, records indicate that the first Mexican students enrolled in 1822, and a 
total of 44 Mexican students had attended the school by 1871.8 Because of its Washington, D.C. 
location, Georgetown’s Mexican students included several children of diplomats. Furthermore, 
the fact that Georgetown was a Jesuit school may have appealed to some families with 
conservative leanings. In 1829, Georgetown enrolled young Salvador de Iturbide, son of the late 
Emperor of Mexico Agustín de Iturbide; in 1860, the school received Ignacio Mejía, whose 
father, the notable Otomí army officer Tomás Mejía Camacho, was later a supporter of Habsburg 
emperor Maximilian.9 The timing of Ignacio Mejía’s arrival at Georgetown seems to coincide 
with his father’s misfortune as the Conservative forces for which he fought lost ground to the 
Liberals (the elder Mejía would later be executed alongside Maximilian).10 Thus, Georgetown 
and perhaps other institutions may have served the purposes of elite Mexican families in 
moments when they had fallen from political favor. 
Georgetown was not the only institution to receive Mexican students in this era. 
Nineteenth-century passport applications include four petitions from fathers written between 
1827 and 1856 requesting passports for their sons to study in the United States, and two 
                                                 
8 “Record of the Alumni of Georgetown, 1823-1871.” Georgetown University, Special Collections, 
University Archives, ff. 228, 230. 
9 Henri Minion, “Community in Diversity. A History of International Students at Georgetown University, 
1789-1860” (B.A. thesis, Georgetown University, 2010), 73. 
10 Brian Hamnett, “Mexican Conservatives, Clericals, and Soldiers: The ‘Traitor’ Tomás Mejía through 
Reform and Empire, 1855-1867,” Bulletin of Latin American Research 20, no. 2 (2001): 197. 
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mentioned sending their sons to New York.11 There are accounts of a number of Mexican 
students attending St. Louis University in Missouri in the 1830s, which a twentieth-century 
writer called “a natural destination” for Mexican (and Cuban) students who traveled “via New 
Orleans and up the Mississippi River”; the university even established “permanent agents in New 
Orleans” who could chaperon the students to St. Louis.12 With few sources, we cannot say what 
spurred parents to seek this education abroad for their children. But one example suggests that 
parents could be interested in their children acquiring specific knowledge to bring home to 
Mexico. For example, Primitivo Cásares y Galera, born in Mérida in 1837, was the son of a 
forward-looking and very wealthy henequen hacienda owner. Cásares studied in Boston as a boy 
and returned in 1858 to attend Harvard’s Lawrence Scientific School; his father hoped that he 
would learn about modern machinery to process henequen. Cásares also studied in workshops in 
Massachusetts, and he began implementing techniques learned in the United States when he 
returned to run the hacienda after his father’s death (though young Cásares himself died in a 
yellow fever epidemic in 1866).13 
During the period of Porfirio Díaz’ only-briefly interrupted tenure as Mexico’s president 
between 1876 and 1911, elite parents’ preference for Europe persisted. For some families, 
sending children to particular institutions, like Stonyhurst, an English Jesuit school in 
Lancashire, was something of a family tradition. More than 150 Mexican students attended the 
school between 1800 and 1920, and a third of those students came from clans that sent children 
                                                 
11 Archivo General de la Nación, Pasaportes, vol. 13, f. 293; vol. 44, ff. 110, 561; vol. 47, f. 479. 
12 J. Manuel Espinosa, Inter-American Beginnings of U.S. Cultural Diplomacy, 1936-1948 (Washington, 
DC, 1976), 34. 
13 For an article on Cásares that emphasizes his participation in an early baseball club, see César González 
Gómez, “Un estudiante de Harvard en 1858: El primer beisbolista mexicano en Estados Unidos,” VICE 
Sports, April 3, 2017, https://sports.vice.com/latinamerica/article/un-estudiante-de-harvard-en-1858-el-
primer-beisbolista-mexicano-en-estados-unidos. 
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to Stonyhurst in sizeable cohorts of cousins across generations.14 However, the increasing 
economic connections between Mexico and the United States, as well as the growing renown of 
U.S. higher education, encouraged more Mexican students to choose U.S. colleges and 
universities during this era. During the Porfiriato, international relations between Mexico and the 
United States were generally cordial and the United States supported the Díaz regime; the two 
country’s economies were increasingly intertwined thanks to growing U.S. investments in 
Mexico.15 Mexico was the leading recipient of U.S. foreign direct investment, and the United 
States was also Mexico’s number one trading partner after displacing Britain in the 1880s.16 
People-to-people interactions among Mexicans and U.S. citizens also increased as the population 
of U.S. expatriates grew.17 As connections proliferated between the nations, the San Francisco 
Chronicle reported in 1878 that the “fashion” among “wealthy Mexicans” of sending their sons 
to Europe was giving way to a new sense of “duty at home or in the United States in preference 
to other countries.”18 An 1891 article in the Chicago Tribune noted that “several thousand 
Mexican youths of the better families are being educated in the United States.”19 
By the end of the nineteenth century, many members of the Mexican elite studied abroad, 
mostly in France, Italy, and Germany, but also in the United States, and even more families were 
                                                 
14 Macías-González, “Learning the Rules of the Game: Informal Empire and the Mexican Experience at 
Stonyhurst College, 1805–1920,” 692, 695. 
15 Josefina Zoraida Vázquez and Lorenzo Meyer, The United States and Mexico (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1985), 95–100. 
16 Don M. Coerver, “Mexico: Conflicting Self-Interests,” in United States-Latin American Relations, 
1850-1903: Establishing a Relationship, ed. Thomas M. Leonard (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of 
Alabama Press, 1999), 32. 
17 Alan Knight, U.S.-Mexican Relations, 1910-1940: An Interpretation (La Jolla, CA: Center for U.S.-
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18 “Mexican Matters,” San Francisco Chronicle, July 22, 1878, p. 22. 
19 “Mexico is full of vim,” Chicago Tribune, November 13, 1891, p. 10. 
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choosing the United States for their children’s education by the turn of the century.20 By 1913, 
the U.S. government counted 223 Mexican students in the United States, making Mexicans the 
fourth-largest national group of foreign students.21 The discrepancy with the “thousands” cited in 
the above-mentioned 1891 article could be due to the inclusion only of institutions of higher 
education, for the earlier figure could have counted students in secondary schools. Mexican 
university students were still a small group in absolute terms. Tracking enrollment of Mexican 
students at Georgetown, Stanford, and the University of Texas, I found that rarely more than a 
handful arrived at each institution during any given year (see Table 11 and Table 13). These 
universities also sometimes went for years without adding new Mexican students.  
Anecdotal evidence suggests that Mexican students going to the United States during this 
era were members of elite families, such as the Madero clan of Parral, Coahuila or the 
descendants of Mexico’s short-lived emperor Agustín Iturbide, for they were uniquely able to 
afford the expense of sending children to the United States.22 We do not know much about their 
precise reasons for doing so. In his memoirs, Alberto Pani claimed that his parents sent his 
brother Camilo to study in Chicago as a disciplinary measure, hoping that it would straighten out 
the rebellious boy.23 Mílada Bazant suggests that families from provincial Mexico were more 
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Collection, MS 1475, Arizona Historical Society – Tucson. 
23 Cited in Raquel Barceló, “El muro del silencio: los jóvenes de la burguesía porfiriana,” in Historias de 
los jóvenes en México: su presencia en el siglo XX, ed. José Antonio Pérez Islas and Maritza Urteaga 
Castro-Pozo (Mexico City: Instituto Mexicano de la Juventud; Centro de Investigación y Estudios sobre 
Juventud; Archivo General de la Nación, 2004), 136. 
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likely to send their children to the United States for two reasons: first, they lacked opportunities 
for advanced study nearby, and second, they may have disliked the ideological orientation of 
Mexico City’s educational institutions.24 At the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 6 of the 
32 Mexican students who attended between 1897 and 1911 were from Mexico City.25 She cites 
the case of Jaime Gurza Fernández, from a prominent family in Durango, who was sent to study 
engineering at MIT from 1899 to 1902 because his parents believed that schools in the Mexican 
capital were “contaminated with positivist atheism.”26 However, the Mexican capital’s 
population was less than five percent of the national population in this era, meaning that students 
from the capital were overrepresented. It seems that even families who lived near Mexico’s most 
robust educational institutions sometimes opted to send children abroad. 
Before 1910, Mexican students were notable to U.S. observers and occasionally 
mentioned in the press, but their presence registered interest only insofar as they were exotic 
members of the Mexican elite or if they involved in spectacular incidents involving crime, 
illness, death, romantic intrigue, madness, or the supernatural. U.S. newspapers reported on 
Mexican students as early as 1878.27 Manuel Garutia, a 20-year old student from Yucatán living 
in New York, drew notice when he was diagnosed with leprosy in 1890, earning the headline 
“Rich Young Mexican Thought to Be a Leper” in the New York Herald.28 At Jefferson College 
in Philadelphia, an unnamed Mexican medical student, “a dapper little fellow” who “prides 
                                                 
24 Bazant, “Estudiantes y profesores mexicanos en el extranjero, 1880-1912,” 6. 
25 Bazant, 6. 
26 Mílada Bazant, “La enseñanza y la práctica de la ingeniería durante el porfiriato,” Historia Mexicana 
33, no. 3 (1984): 278. 
27 “Mexican students as interpreters,” Boston Daily Globe, September 21, 1884, p. 3. 
28 “Rich Young Mexican thought to be a Leper,” New York Herald, no. 210, July 29, 1890, p. 5. Other 
New York papers also published stories on Garutia’s case. 
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himself on his fine attire,” was in the news in 1893 when a fellow classmate knocked him out in 
a fight that began after his classmate threw peanut shells him during lecture.29 Reporters always 
emphasized students’ elite origins, wealth, and Spanish lineage, and while portrayals of students 
were often positive, they were also plagued with stereotypes. One newspaper described the 
Mexican students at Lehigh University as “six fine-looking, foreign-looking, muscular young 
men with a dark tinge to their cheeks.”30 This occasional coverage of Mexican students suggests 
that Mexican students constituted mainly a curiosity for the U.S. public in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century. 
The U.S. Case for Mexican Student Migration and Mexican Responses, 1908-1931 
U.S. readers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were repeatedly exposed 
to the idea that Mexico was outside of modernity and that its people were congenitally incapable 
of progress. 31 U.S. voices calling for a better relationship with Mexico and a kindlier (if not 
egalitarian) attitude toward Mexicans were undoubtedly marginal, but they did exist. In 1891, 
Frederick R. Guernsey, editor of The Mexican Financier, told a U.S. reporter that wealthy 
Mexicans studying in the United States sought “to have a thorough acquaintance with American 
customs” and to learn English. He celebrated their aspirations: 
Each year as these young men return to Mexico they bring with them information 
regarding this country which tends to draw the two nations closely together. While they 
remain good Mexicans, thoroughly patriotic, yet they are so much imbued with the 
                                                 
29 “Mexican student knocked out,” Philadelphia Inquirer, February 24, 1893, vol. 128, no. 55, p. 3. 
30 “Mexican Students,” Atlanta Constitution, June 23, 1894, p. 2. 
31 Mark C. Anderson, “’What’s to Be Done with ‘Em?’ Images of Mexican Cultural Backwardness, 
Racial Limitations, and Moral Decrepitude in the United States Press, 1913-1915,” Mexican 
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progressive ideas of the United States that they will contribute powerfully to the advance 
of their country.32 
Guernsey’s beliefs about the consequences of Mexican student exchange for better 
bilateral relations would gain more adherents in the coming decades. In a 1908 article, Leo S. 
Rowe argued for the importance of intellectual cooperation in the Western Hemisphere and made 
student exchange a key part of this effort.33 At the time, Rowe was a political science professor 
at the University of Pennsylvania, but he would become a key figure in U.S.-Latin American 
cultural relations for several decades in his later role as President of the Pan-American Union.34 
According to Rowe’s scheme, the scholarships would be sponsored by large U.S. universities 
and would constitute a sign of the “good will and friendly feeling of the [U.S.] American 
people.” Though Latin American governments already supported some students in the United 
States, many more wished to go than could obtain scholarships, Rowe explained. He argued that 
there were important, positive consequences for the U.S. relationship to the rest of the 
hemisphere that could result from a scholarship program: 
The presence of a considerable body of Latin-American students cannot help but benefit 
our university life. They give to our students a closer acquaintance with the point of view 
of the Latin-American peoples and thus destroy many of the prejudices that now exist. 
The personal ties formed during the university years serve to prevent the recurrence of 
those misunderstandings which in the past have, from time to time, marred our relations 
with the republics of South America.35 
                                                 
32 “Mexico is full of vim,” Chicago Tribune, November 13, 1891, p. 10. 
33 L. S. Rowe, “The Possibilities of Intellectual Co-Operation between North and South America,” 
International Conciliation 1, no. 6 (April 1908): 15. 
34 For more on Rowe’s biography and thought, see Ricardo Donato Salvatore, Disciplinary Conquest: 
U.S. Scholars in South America, 1900-1945 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016), chap. 6. 
35 Rowe, “The Possibilities of Intellectual Co-Operation between North and South America,” 10. 
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The audience for this article included some of the most influential internationalists of the 
era.36 The American Branch of the Association for International Conciliation, the organization 
that published the journal where Rowe’s article appeared, had been founded in 1907 to bring 
together those interested in international arbitration as means to world peace. This explains why 
Rowe’s ideas soon found expression in more concrete proposals funded or envisioned by these 
same men.37 At the 1910 Pan-American Conference held in Buenos Aires, delegates discussed 
the question of student exchange and adopted resolutions to send students in the 1912-1913 
academic year with funding from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.38 But another 
reason Rowe’s proposals resonated with their audience was that they upheld ideas of U.S. 
superiority and offered new ways to bolster U.S. hegemony in the hemisphere. As Ricardo 
Salvatore has written, the underlying principle in Rowe’s scheme was that “through the training 
of foreign students and the exporting of expertise, modern empires could accumulate the prestige 
and knowledge crucial for peaceful interactions with their hinterlands.”39 
If a rationale for supporting Latin American students as a group existed by 1908, in the 
following years came the first U.S. proposals focusing specifically on Mexican students and in 
the context of the ongoing Mexican Revolution, a conflict was of great concern to U.S. officials 
because of the extent of U.S. investments in Mexico. In 1913, the U.S. Consul in Tampico took 
                                                 
36 In its Council of Directors figured individuals including university presidents Nicholas Murray Butler 
(Columbia) and David Starr Jordan (Stanford), statesmen William Jennings Bryan and Elihu Root, and 
industrialist-philanthropist Andrew Carnegie. See Rowe, unnumbered. 
37 In fact, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, led by Butler, eventually absorbed the 
American Branch in the same department that managed scholarship programs. See Daniel Gorman, The 
Emergence of International Society in the 1920s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 196–
97. 
38 Boletín de Instrucción Pública. Órgano de la Secretaría de Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes, vol. 
XIX (Mexico City: Imprenta de Stephan y Torres, 1912), 231–35. 
39 Salvatore, Disciplinary Conquest, 147. 
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the time to write to the Secretary of State suggesting that “a systematic and extensive” 
scholarship program for Mexican students could promote “better understanding” and combat 
nothing less than endemic “anti-Americanism,” something he believed stemmed from Mexicans’ 
lack of personal familiarity with United States.40 In other words, the consul identified a special, 
urgent role for Mexican students to play as favorable interpreters of United States for Mexico. It 
is particularly notable that he attributed Mexican antipathy toward the United States to mere 
misunderstanding given that just months earlier, U.S. ambassador to Mexico Henry Lane Wilson 
had helped engineer the coup d’état that brought down democratically-elected (and U.S.-
educated) Mexican president Francisco I. Madero.41  
The Secretary of State did not act on the Tampico consul’s suggestion except to forward 
it to Nicholas Murray Butler at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. This is 
unsurprising given that the U.S. government did not grant scholarships at this time. Still, the 
Tampico consul’s request suggests that proposals like Leo S. Rowe’s call for scholarships were 
circulating among those interested in international affairs.42 In the following years, universities in 
the United States offered more concrete support for the plan of improving hemispheric relations 
through student exchange by creating scholarships for Latin American students that included free 
tuition and sometimes a living stipend.43 The Pan-American Union publicized these scholarships 
                                                 
40 U.S. Consul in Tampico to the U.S. Secretary of State, September 23, 1913. Columbia Rare Books and 
Manuscripts Library, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Series III: Division of Intercourse and 
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41 Vázquez and Meyer, The United States and Mexico, 107–9. 
42 Indeed, among wealthy, educated U.S. citizens, support for foreign students more generally was 
growing: in 1911, the Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students had been founded by 
John R. Mott of the Young Men’s Christian Association with financial backing from Andrew Carnegie. 
See Bu, Making the World like Us, chap. 1. 
43 By 1916, the Pan-American Union found that 35 universities throughout the United States offered 
scholarships to Latin American students that consisted of free tuition and sometimes a living stipend; 
schools offering these scholarships included both private and public institutions. By 1919, the Pan-
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and helped connect interested students to opportunities. Other organizations, such as the 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and the American Association of University 
Women, offered scholarships for Latin Americans by 1917.44 
The first publicized plan for scholarships specifically for Mexican students came in 1916 
in the midst of heavy-handed U.S. interventions in the Mexican Revolution.45 The Society of 
Friends (i.e., the Quakers) was focusing on Mexico as a target of their “peace work,” and at their 
annual Philadelphia meeting, one report explained,  
It was felt that permanent friendly relations between the United States and Mexico would 
be practically encouraged by having a number of well-prepared Mexican students aided 
in studying year by year at American colleges and universities by means of scholarships, 
so that hundreds of Mexico’s ablest young men could look back on the United States as 
their educational home.46 
The Quakers insisted that scholarship recipients should represent Mexico’s best and 
brightest, a notion that would continue to appear in future proposals and would cement the notion 
that Mexican students were exceptional. Their project was intended to expand over time, and the 
following year they enjoined some 500 representatives of U.S. colleges and universities to create 
scholarships for Mexican students.47 
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After the Mexican Revolution and the First World War came to an end, the Mexico-U.S. 
relationship remained fraught. Following the assassination of Venustiano Carranza in 1920, the 
new Mexican government, led first by Adolfo de la Huerta and then revolutionary general 
Álvaro Obregón, unsuccessfully sought official recognition from the U.S. government. However, 
the U.S. Department of State conditioned this recognition on Mexico formally agreeing to 
concessions protecting U.S. citizens’ property and investments, particularly in the oil industry, 
that they believed were threatened by the terms of the 1917 Mexican Constitution. Though the 
lack of U.S. recognition created economic and political problems for Mexico, President Obregón 
opted not to acquiesce to U.S. demands and to uphold Mexican sovereignty while still seeking 
rapprochement.48 Though formal relations were on hold, private U.S. citizens, associations, and 
institutions continued their efforts to use student exchange as a way to restore international 
understanding, particularly after 1919 with the creation of the Institute of International 
Education.49 Scholarship initiatives proliferated in the following decade, as I discuss below. 
Officials of the U.S. federal government and diplomatic corps made it increasingly clear 
that they supported bringing more Mexican students, though unlike the Mexican state, they had 
no practical role in the initiatives. As early as 1921, the same year, Secretary of State Frank B. 
Kellogg publicly endorsed the value of inter-American student exchange in a speech given at the 
University of Pennsylvania. Significantly, this support often contrasted with the generally tense 
tenor of U.S. relations toward Mexico in the 1920s as the Department of State sought to protect 
U.S. citizens’ business interests, and Mexico held firm on the nationalist provisions of 
Constitution. In 1923, the United States finally granted diplomatic recognition to Mexico 
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following the signing of the Bucareli Agreements which provided for certain protections of U.S. 
private interests in Mexico although not the constitutional reforms desired by the United States.50 
In 1927 diplomatic relations improved with the appointment of Dwight Morrow as U.S. 
ambassador to Mexico.51 The same year, then-Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover lauded 
the benefits of student exchange between the countries of the hemisphere in a speech in New 
York City with many prominent Latin Americans in attendance, and he reiterated these calls 
once elected president during a Latin American goodwill tour.52 Calls to sponsor the education of 
Mexican students in the United States, whether issued by a consul or a Quaker, deemed it 
politically and morally expedient to form cadres of U.S.-friendly Mexicans. While the U.S. 
government would not begin granting scholarships until later in the decade, by the early 1930s 
student exchange schemes and the rationales for them were well-known among elite, 
philanthropist, and internationalist circles in the United States. 
By 1919, these messages seemed to have reached Mexico, too. That year, President 
Carranza issued a decree to establish that Mexicans and foreigners with degrees from other 
countries could have their studies reaccredited in Mexico.53 Officials at the Universidad Nacional 
attributed this decree to a “current of international sympathy” favoring cultural exchanges among 
nations and expressed their hope for more exchanges with U.S. and Latin American 
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universities.54 The same year, a professor at the Universidad Nacional, Joaquín Palomo Rincón, 
gave a speech to welcome a visiting professor from the University of Arizona. Palomo Rincón 
said that Mexico and the United States’ mutual ignorance could be made to “disappear” through 
relations among Mexican and U.S. students. “Little by little,” he claimed, “they will come to feel 
affection and esteem for each other, and this care and mutual respect will in the long term benefit 
not only humanity in general but also the respective countries and even the individuals 
themselves.”5556 
As a presidential candidate in 1920, revolutionary general Álvaro Obregón gave an 
impromptu speech before an audience of “intellectuals” in Puebla and shared his plan for a 
program to send “virgin intellects” abroad to acquire knowledge that they could bring back to 
Mexico. Once at home, these youth would aid in the “battle to the death” against “the ignorance 
and backwardness in which we live.” Obregón’s vision was not one of international 
understanding but of national uplift in an international field of rivals.57 When elected president, 
Obregón did make funds available for study abroad, as we will see in chapter 2. When the 
Secretaría de Educación Pública was created in 1921, it had a department for international 
scholarships. However, Obregón’s 1920 speech marked the last occasion that a high-level 
Mexican official would publicly comment on the political reasons for sponsoring scholarships 
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for decades. Instead, members of the Mexican academic community and the general public 
would dominate conversations on the question of student migration. 
The earliest sustained public conversation on this subject came about because of a 
widely-publicized, U.S.-funded scholarship initiative. The Mexican American Scholarship 
Foundation was created in 1920 by members of the newly-organized American Chamber of 
Commerce in Mexico, which brought together prominent members of the U.S. business 
community in Mexico City. Member Will A. Peairs, who was manager of the Chamberlain 
Medicine Company in Des Moines, Iowa and did business in Mexico, spearheaded the 
scholarship program.58 The idea was to send “deserving young men” for higher education, 
technical training, and industrial apprenticeships in the United States as a way to improve 
Mexico-U.S. relations and promote trade between the countries.59 In a pamphlet probably written 
by Peairs, he explained that Mexico needed educated individuals to modernize the economy and 
to increase demand for consumer products. He argued that the scholarship program would 
strengthen the Mexican middle class, who could not afford to study abroad without assistance, 
and with U.S. training these individuals could help Mexico take full advantage of its natural 
resources: the very resources that U.S. businessmen hoped to export.60 Cooperation with 
Mexican educational officials was an important part of the program; “Mexican educators” would 
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“help to select the candidates for scholarships and apprenticeships.”61 Women were not included 
in the plan. 
The pamphlet emphasized that the program served U.S. commercial interests in Mexico. 
Peairs spoke before the Inter-American Trade Relations Group at the National Foreign Trade 
Convention in Cleveland, Ohio to promote the scholarship program and again encourage 
donations. When addressing U.S. exporters, Peairs warned merchants that they had to act if they 
wanted to protect the overwhelming share they currently enjoyed of Mexican foreign trade. “To 
assist the exporter in creating demand for his wares there is one factor that must not be buried 
under the cloak of commercialism—that is, to assist Mexico to educate her masses. For as 
education progresses, so will new desires be created,” Peairs explained. Any Mexican young 
man who had studied or trained in the United States would “become a loyal subscriber to our 
schools, our commercial institutions, and an active helper toward better understanding.” Even as 
he called his plan “visionary” and animated by “a spirit of romance,” scholarships for Mexican 
youth ultimately created new markets for U.S. products.62 Peairs was unsuccessful in obtaining 
any kind of public endorsement from the U.S. government.63 At this political moment, an officer 
at the State Department’s Division of Mexican Affairs worried that “such an endorsement 
coming from the President at this juncture would be interpreted in Mexico City as foreshadowing 
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an early resumption of official relations between the two countries,” for the United States had yet 
to officially recognize the Obregón government.64 
Even without any official backing at home, Peairs actively promoted the Mexican 
American Scholarship Foundation in Mexico. Early coverage of the project in a Mexican 
newspaper uncritically reproduced Peairs’ arguments about what student exchange could 
accomplish. Young Mexicans who studied in the United States would become “real practical 
men, and since during their stay in the United States, they will have seen that we are well liked in 
that land, and that we are not hated as many believe, these young men will be the first to make all 
causes of friction disappear and will strengthen friendly relations between the two nations.”6566 
But press coverage intensified when Peairs gained a powerful Mexican ally. He met with 
President Álvaro Obregón in April 1921, obtaining Obregón’s promise of “any kind of assistance 
to help him carry out his laudable enterprise.”6768 Peairs received a letter from Obregón offering 
“active cooperation” and from the Mexican government: “we will pay the fare to destination of 
all Mexican students going to the United States,” Obregón promised, and the Mexican 
government would also “issue passes for your representative to visit the different sections of the 
Republic to assist in the selection of students.”69 At the end of his letter, Obregón asked Peairs to 
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communicate his government’s readiness to facilitate U.S. business interests in Mexico.70 
Indeed, in 1921, Obregón was reaching out to the U.S. business community to “turn them into 
his advocates in Washington” which explains his receptiveness to Peairs.71 Still, for Mexican 
audiences, Obregón did not elaborate on what exactly made the effort “laudable,” letting Peairs’ 
own reasoning dominate the coverage of the initiative. The future Minister of Public Education, 
José Vasconcelos, then Rector of the Universidad Nacional, also attended the meeting but 
offered no comment.72 
Despite the absence of any official discourse on student exchange, members of the 
Mexican public did react to the Peairs initiative, which they believed to be of national 
significance. The Mexican press, particularly the editors of El Universal and Excélsior, initially 
supported the project. But even those who applauded Peairs’ motives suggested that study in the 
United States could not be promoted for everyone: journalists argued that Mexican students 
applying for the scholarships should study “practical” subjects, namely commerce and 
agricultural, rather than the law, medicine, or engineering degrees that most applicants for the 
scholarship preferred.73 We know that a few years later, in 1926, a U.S. survey of foreign 
students in the United States found that over 40 percent of Mexican students studied engineering, 
but there were few students pursuing law, medicine, commerce, or agriculture.74 
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The occasion of the Peairs project gave Gabino A. Palma, a young Mexican teacher 
studying in New York City, the chance to make his own contribution to the public conversation 
when he published a long series of recommendations in El Universal. Even though Palma 
himself was a Mexican student in the United States and had a scholarship from the Mexican 
government, he did not believe that all students should follow his path. Palma discouraged the 
practice of sending children and adolescents to the United States: he believed that the very young 
student abroad was too likely to lose his or her Mexican identity. Those who had already 
completed preparatoria or a professional degree in Mexico would not “lose their nationality so 
easily” but had “the advantage of enthusiasm and optimism” that older Mexicans might lack. 
College and graduate students were still flexible enough to keep an open mind about the United 
States, “eager to learn about new things without renouncing the beautiful and virtuous things 
they already know,” quite unlike the “intransigents” who found fault with everything abroad.75 
There was only a brief period of time when the Mexican student might be able to take full 
advantage of an experience abroad without denationalizing.76 
But even for the ideal candidates, Palma saw many dangers: these students might waste 
time when their Mexican preparatoria studies were not recognized in the United States and 
would have to repeat coursework. If they married women from the United States, they were 
unlikely to return to Mexico at all. Unless students had access to family resources, plans to 
combine work and study were likely to fail, and students would end up quitting their studies, 
working in menial jobs, and holding significant debt. While Palma did not totally discourage 
parents from sending their daughters to study in the United States, he did alert them to the 
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potential harm to young Mexican women’s morals caused by different cultural standards in the 
United States, particularly in large cities. Palma suggested to students and their parents that there 
was much to be lost from studying outside Mexico, and his advice reflected gendered ideas about 
the need to protect daughters’ honor through close supervision. 
Palma also addressed the international implications of sending Mexican students to the 
United States and found much lacking in the current system of scholarship opportunities. Writing 
of students who, like the author, held scholarships from the Mexican government, he argued that 
they “supposedly represent or belong to the cream of the crop of the Republic,” though he did 
not believe that this standard was always met.77 He called for “the strictest and most just 
selection possible,” the “most discreet tact,” because “these official envoys are our ambassadors 
[…] to foreign nations […] it is urgent to ensure their good quality since it must be assumed that 
they will be in contact with the future leaders of the country where they study, and that they 
themselves will be called upon to direct the future destiny of our country.”78 A poor selection 
process would hurt Mexico’s international standing unless the country was represented by the 
worthiest students. Palma acknowledged the importance of the know-how Mexican students 
would bring home, but he argued that the Mexican government ought to prioritize pensions for 
those studying “utilitarian” topics, for “collectively, the Nation benefits more” those whose 
studies would help to fully exploit the country’s natural resources and expand its infrastructure 
than from those “who come back bringing reports of a concert, an exhibition, or a reading.”79 
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Much as the possibility of waste and harm might have deterred families and students, these same 
worrying eventualities existed for the Mexican government as it administered scholarships. 
Another public critique that appeared as Peairs advanced his plans came from the 
Mexican lawyer and former politician Querido Moheno. Moheno had spent time in the United 
States as an exile and had even published a volume of his observations on the country, of which 
he found little to admire.80 Though like Palma, he did not categorically oppose the idea of 
Mexican students going to the United States, he questioned whether a better understanding of the 
United States could actually improve bilateral relations, “an overextended hypothesis” in his 
view.81 In an editorial, Moheno argued that longstanding inequality in the Mexico-U.S. 
relationship meant that improving Mexican perceptions of the United States (to be achieved by 
sending students north) would make little difference in changing the tenor of the relationship. If 
Peairs was “hoping to put an end to the causes of friction and conflict between the two 
countries,” the solution was “not to make Mexicans get to know Americans, since things do not 
depend upon us: undoubtedly, what would be better is to make sure that they really knew us.”82 
For Moheno, the dictates of national sovereignty demanded that Mexicans consider the 
scholarship offer with greater scrutiny, and he shifted the public conversation. 
Another newspaper responded to Moheno’s provocations, now reacting to the scholarship 
plan with greater skepticism. The editors averred that it was a “plain truth” that Mexico lacked 
opportunities for youth who were interested in agricultural or commerce to learn the most 
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cosa no depende de nosotros: de fijo que lo major fuera lograr que ellos nos conocieran bien a nosotros” 
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modern techniques, so “our youth,” they argued, should “study and learn wherever these subjects 
are taught, whether in Yanquilandia or another country.”83 Moreover, it was to Mexico’s 
advantage to seize the “opportunity for our youth to get to know the neighboring people to the 
North, which tomorrow may be our enemy and which will exert a preponderant influence upon 
our country for a long time.” After all, the editorial concluded that it was better to know one’s 
enemy in order “to win or avoid defeat.”84 This logic denied the premise that friendly relations 
would result from student exchange and assumed that antagonism between Mexico and the 
United States would remain. Sending students abroad was rather a pragmatic, even cynical way 
to give Mexico a geopolitical advantage vis-à-vis the United States. 
By May 1921, not long after these debates took place in the Mexican press, the Mexican-
American Scholarship Foundation had garnered more public support and already had 150 
“definite offers of free tuition” for Mexican youth from colleges and universities in the United 
States.85 However, there is no evidence that the Mexican-American Scholarship Foundation 
actually granted any scholarships, and no sources mention the project after 1921.86 But 
throughout the 1920s, similar U.S. endeavors on a smaller scale did materialize. The Universidad 
Nacional and the SEP proved to be willing Mexican partners for scholarship programs that 
involved formal collaboration with U.S. educational institutions.87 These jointly-sponsored 
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programs typically provided for a very small number of students to study in the United States, 
sometimes with stipulations about the student’s gender (there were programs specifically for 
women) or area of study. In newspaper announcements there was nearly always a statement 
regarding the scholarship program’s benefits to international understanding. Mexican institutions 
were usually involved in the process in some way, often with the role of selecting scholarship 
recipients or offering complementary funding.88 One program from this era that proved to have 
great longevity (it still exists) was the E.D. Farmer Scholarship program, founded in 1929 for an 
exchange of students between the Universidad Nacional (now the Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, or UNAM) and the University of Texas.89 The selection committee 
included representatives from both institutions.90 
In 1924, Ramón Beteta, who had recently returned to Mexico after studying economics at 
the University of Texas, wrote an article for the New York Spanish-language paper La Nueva 
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Democracia about why Mexican students might wish to study in the United States. Engaging 
with Mexican debates on the utility of a U.S. education for the individual and for the country, 
Beteta’s text went beyond the idea of bringing foreign knowledge back to Mexico. He explained 
that contrary to popular belief, universities in the United States were not categorically better than 
their Mexican counterparts and each country’s institutions had strengths and weaknesses. Rather, 
he explained, studying in a U.S. university meant that a Mexican student had 
The opportunity to learn about an educational system and way of life completely different 
from our own…and as result, to be able to judge and evaluate the defects and attributes of 
his patria. There is nothing more dangerous or foolish than to try to establish Anglo-
Saxon customs and institutions in Mexico, but there is nothing more useful than to 
compare our customs and institutions with those of the United States, since that is the 
best way to appreciate and correct them.91  
For Beteta, the main differences between Mexican and U.S. universities had to do with 
the scope of the education they offered; Mexican institutions trained students in erudition while 
U.S. colleges emphasized character formation and social aspects. Therefore, for Beteta, Mexican 
students should only go to the United States after gaining some experience in Mexican 
institutions and warned against sending students at too young of an age: how could they make 
the productive comparisons between the two systems without sufficient exposure to the Mexican 
educational system? Beteta believed that the chance to learn about U.S. culture and history 
similarly granted Mexican students in the United States a more clear-eyed view of both Mexico 
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and the United States. Students would be more likely to experience this cultural immersion if 
they studied not in the largest U.S. cities but in more typical, less cosmopolitan areas.92 
Other than his warning against sending those without experience as students in Mexican 
institutions, Beteta’s article constituted a strong endorsement of young Mexicans studying in the 
United States and suggested neither country’s culture or educational system was inherently better 
or worse. He certainly did not suggest that Mexican students should transform their cultural 
patterns or denigrate their home country, but for Beteta, the most astute, fully-formed young 
Mexicans would be those who had had the chance to see their country from the outside and had 
the closest contact with U.S. citizens. He brought together public conversations with his personal 
experiences to make the case that other young Mexicans should study at home and abroad, just 
as he had done. 
As new scholarship programs appeared and students continued to travel abroad, a rare 
statement from a public official on student migration would come from the UNAM’s rector, 
lawyer Ignacio García Téllez, in 1931. While a dozen years earlier, the UNAM had endorsed an 
international understanding argument for student exchange, García Tellez now took a different 
stance. Debates in the press had shaped the contours of his position. His words, published in the 
Revista de la Universidad in March of that year, synthesize the concerns of the past decade’s 
critics of Mexican student migration: students would lose their Mexican identity, and their fates 
were invariably negative. They would either never return or come back to Mexico unsuited for 
work or life in their home country. As the rector of the UNAM, García Téllez enjoined parents to 
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Democracia (New York), March 1, 1924, p. 7. 
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send their students to his university and emphasized the quality of education available in the 
nation’s center of higher education.  
But his words also reflected the ambiguities in public debates: he concluded by 
explaining that in some cases, these dangers were actually not a threat. Graduate students could 
go abroad to seek the most advanced scientific knowledge without foreign influences harming 
their Mexican nationality.93 Student writers emphasized this point in the Revista de la 
Universidad a few months later, suggesting that it would be absurd to imagine that Mexico could 
afford to waste the opportunity to learn from neighboring nations.94 Thus, the rector and the 
UNAM had managed to take a position that affirmed nationalist reasoning against student 
migration without foreclosing the possibility of the university participating in student exchange, 
as it had done for most of the past decade. 
La Tragedia de Oklahoma: From Crisis to Acceptance of Student Migration, 1931-1940 
Just after these conversations transpired in the spring of 1931, an international crisis 
involving Mexican students in the United States reshaped debates about the place of study 
abroad in nationalist Mexico. In June of that year, two young Mexicans were murdered by a 
sheriff in Oklahoma. As members of the Mexican public, from pundits to student groups, reacted 
strongly to this case, the president in power, Pascual Ortiz Rubio, tried to keep out of the debate 
even though he had a strong personal incentive to condemn the violence. One of the murdered 
students was Ortiz Rubio’s nephew, another nephew was the only survivor of and witness to the 
murder, and his own sons, who also studied in the United States, were classmates of the victims.  
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While the facts of the murder were never entirely clear, the following summarizes what is 
known about the case. In June 1931, three Mexican students were driving through Oklahoma on 
their way home for summer vacation (see Figure 2). Two had just finished their examinations at 
St. Benedict’s College in Atchison, Kansas; the third student attended the Rolla School of Mines 
in Missouri. All three were in their early twenties and hailed from the state of Michoacán. Near 
the town of Ardmore, Oklahoma, they stopped to buy root beer and sandwiches. Two deputy 
sheriffs saw them and wondered if they “might be Italians or Spaniards.” Soon after, back on the 
road, the sheriffs spotted one of the students urinating on the street. The sheriffs stopped the 
students’ car to investigate.95 
Figure 2. The murdered students, Emilio Cortés Rubio and Manuel Gómez García, and survivor 
Salvador Cortés Rubio, 1931 
 
                                                 
95 Acting Secretary of State W.R. Castle, Jr. to Mexican Chargé d’Affaires Téllez, August 8, 1931, in 
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Source: “President asks inquiry in death of 2 Mexicans.” New York Herald-Tribune, June 10, 
1931, p. 5. 
Searching the vehicle, the sheriffs noticed the pistols and shotgun the young men had in 
their possession. The students had bought the arms for protection on the long drive to Mexico, 
and they may have believed that the sheriffs, who were not wearing uniforms, were bandits.96 
They did not aim the weapons at the sheriffs, but as one officer tried to remove a pistol from the 
lap of a student, the other sheriff assumed his partner was at risk and fatally shot two of the 
students. The young men who were killed were Manuel García Gómez and Emilio Cortés Rubio. 
Emilio was the nephew of Ortiz Rubio. Emilio’s cousin Salvador, also a nephew of the president, 
survived the encounter. 
U.S. President Herbert Hoover, U.S. Department of State officials, and local and state 
authorities in Oklahoma were all quick to issue statements of regret and promised to fully 
investigate the events. Over the following months, newspapers in both countries provided 
extensive coverage about the details of the murder, the students’ background, each country’s 
official response, the return of the students’ bodies to Mexico, and the sheriffs’ subsequent trials. 
This coverage also took note of what newspapers and officials in the other country were saying, 
a sign of the cross-border implications of the violence.97 Strongly worded editorials decrying the 
event were penned by prominent figures in both countries, including comedian Will Rogers and 
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media magnate William Randolph Hearst in the United States and journalist Nemesio García 
Naranjo in Mexico. 
Members of U.S. and Mexican civil society came together in public events to express 
grief and outrage. Mexican students in Ciudad Juárez organized a protest in the central plaza and 
in front of the U.S. consulate to demand justice.98 The funerals held for García Gómez and 
Cortés Rubio in Morelia attracted hundreds, including members of “all social classes,” and there 
were was a “veritable mountain” of funerary wreaths sent from all over the United States and 
Mexico.99 There was even a popular corrido composed about the incident called “La Tragedia de 
Oklahoma” that was recorded in August 1931.100 The corrido’s lyrics mention the scale of the 
scandal and refer to the press coverage in the United States and national outrage in Mexico.101 
Both sheriffs involved with the murder went to trial, but they were acquitted, much to the 
dismay of officials and the public in both countries who deplored the outcome as a sign of 
impunity and injustice. Yet it was more than injustice that angered the public. In the context of 
massive deportations of working-class Mexican migrants from the United States in 1930 and 
1931, the Mexican public was especially attuned to the suffering of Mexican nationals north of 
the border and the insult to their country that U.S. racism represented.102 For Abraham Hoffman, 
author of a detailed account of the murder and its aftermath, the immense public support for the 
student victims, something rarely extended to working-class Mexicans, had to do with the 
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students’ elite pedigrees and familial ties to the president.103 In addition, as the editors of 
Excélsior wrote after the sheriffs’ acquittal, 
The double murder caused a sensation in Mexico and the United States not only because 
one of the victims was the close relative of the president of our country, but rather 
because they were peaceful young men, well-educated, with perfect conduct, incapable of 
committing any kind of affront […] they were both distinguished guests and students 
with outstanding behavior.104105 
Because they were students, there was nothing reproachable or even possibly suspicious about 
them, making it all the more difficult to understand how they could have been killed by officers 
of the law and why their murderers had gone free. 
This case exposed the limits of welcoming U.S. attitudes toward Mexican students. But 
this was not the first time that Mexican students were the target of racist violence. One example 
from 1903 involved a Mexican student studying in Mississippi who was tarred and feathered by 
classmates at the Agricultural and Mechanical College.106 In 1914, students at Notre Dame threw 
11 Mexican classmates into a nearby river, spurred by “anti-Mexican spirit” during the U.S. 
invasion of Veracruz.107 The Mexican ambassador denounced the incident and worried of other 
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Mexican students in the United States suffering from similar “outbreaks of National feeling.”108 
Surely more often, though not reported in the press, Mexican students faced the insidious daily 
racism that resulted from U.S. Americans’ beliefs in supposed Mexican inferiority. Yearbook 
profiles of Mexican students, apparently aiming to be funny, were nearly always laden with 
stereotypes that revealed the white supremacy at the heart of collegiate humor. The 1912 
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute yearbook profile of José Amílcar Vidal Sánchez managed to 
include practically every caricature of Mexicans, depicting its subject as a short, lazy, sleepy 
“dreamer.”109 Discrimination may have been more pronounced in the U.S. South; a 1925 survey 
of foreign students in the United States found some reported “antagonism to Mexicans and dark-
skinned students” in that region.110 Anastasio Guzmán, an engineering student, reported in 1928 
had difficulty finding lodging in an Anglo-American boardinghouse in San Antonio, Texas 
because of his “being Mexican.”111 The murder of Emilio Cortés Rubio and Manuel Gómez 
García was the most violent manifestation of U.S. racial hatred toward Mexican students; being a 
student mitigated but did not eliminate the risk of becoming a target. 
Accordingly, press coverage of the event soon went beyond expressions of horror for the 
students who had lost their lives to condemnation of the very fact of Mexican students going to 
the United States. Critics no longer simply disputed the reasons for or conditions in which 
Mexican youth should study in the United States but instead suggested that all student migration 
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should cease. Less than two weeks after the young men were killed, Chamber of Deputies 
member José María Dávila of Baja California addressed Mexican radio listeners with a speech 
entitled “Education abroad as a suction of our wealth.” Dávila had previously worked in 
Mexico’s own immigration agency, and if his speech was any indication, he may have had 
strongly nationalist, even xenophobic tendencies.112 El Universal synthesized Dávila’s critiques: 
He thought that there no longer existed the type of family in which the parents yearn for 
their sons to be dandies who speak a foreign language badly and their own language even 
worse, for their daughters to play tennis and remain ignorant of the flavors of our national 
dishes. But, unfortunately, these customs have not disappeared, and, the speaker said, 
there are still too many rich rancheros and mediocre merchants who dream of seeing 
their children descend from the Pullman car, without a hat, holding balloons, butchering 
our language and criticizing our ways of life.113 
The aspiration of Mexican families who sent their children to the United States was a 
treacherous aspiration to imitate foreign modernity, a desire that Dávila attributed to upwardly 
mobile parents with little cultural capital. His words reminded readers that both young men and 
women studied abroad, but he described the consequences of their time outside the country 
differently. He then decried the promiscuity, bacchanalian parties, and excessive alcohol 
consumption at U.S. universities as signs of a toxic cultural milieu antithetical to Mexican 
morality and inappropriate for any Mexican youth. Finally, the “suction of wealth” referenced in 
the title of his speech was the Mexican money spent on U.S. college tuition, money that would 
be better spent on creating new schools in Mexico whose students would have “no alma mater 
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but our flag and no pride other than that of knowledge and patriotism.”114 For Dávila, the social, 
cultural, and economic consequences of sending Mexican students to study in the United States 
caused great harm to the nation. His arguments could also be read an attack on the parents of 
Cortés Rubio and García Gómez and even President Ortiz Rubio, whose sons also studied at St. 
Benedict’s. For Dávila, there was no possibility of a nationalist argument for study abroad.115 
But the editors of El Universal, the same newspaper that had reported on Dávila’s speech, 
felt that the legislator had actually overlooked the gravest danger of sending Mexican students to 
the United States. Those students would be formed in the mold of a very different national 
culture and would return to Mexico ill-suited for working in their own country. The editors 
averred that most Mexicans educated abroad “floundered” once back in their homeland, where 
they had become “foreigners.”116 The editorial claimed that while abroad, Mexican students lost 
contact with their social networks and lost touch with the professional realities of their country. 
Given the poor expectations for the futures of U.S.-educated Mexicans, the editors could only 
reiterate Dávila’s concern for wasted Mexican wealth sent north in the form of tuition payments. 
Meanwhile, in the United States, many were outraged at the sheriffs’ acquittal and 
searched for some alternate form of redress. The governor of Oklahoma proposed paying an 
indemnity of US$5,000 to each of the families of the murdered students, but he was soon 
convinced that a scholarship might be more appropriate.117 This was the logical extension of 
claims that study abroad improved international understanding: a scholarship would show 
Mexican youth the best of the United States and restore the national image tarnished by a trigger-
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happy sheriff. The governor thus announced in December 1931 that in the memory of the slain 
youth, two scholarships would be created for Mexicans to study at the Oklahoma Agricultural 
and Mechanical College in Stillwater. The scholarships, intended as an expression of “regrets to 
the Mexican nation for the death of the students,” would include the cost of tuition and a living 
stipend.118 The Oklahoma sponsors planned that the recipients would be chosen by the Mexican 
president.119 But the Oklahoma governor was clearly more concerned with turning the tide of 
Mexican opinion than with placating the nation’s head of state. The Oklahomans made sure that 
their offer received press coverage in Mexico even before communicating with Ortiz Rubio, who 
learned about the scholarships only when students began writing to him to ask to be considered 
for the award.  
One letter came from Héctor Mariscal, a young resident of Mexico City’s Colonia Roma, 
who wrote that as the oldest of ten children, he sought the scholarship to help his struggling 
parents with the cost of his education, and he hoped “to have the opportunity to do something for 
them and for the patria.”120121 The idea that his education in the United States would benefit the 
nation was one that he had undoubtedly drawn from ideas that already circulated in the press. 
Young Felipe Benicio Rosaldo, son of a former lieutenant colonel in the Mexican army, saw the 
newspaper notice, too, and he asked his father to write to President Ortiz Rubio on his behalf 
requesting the scholarship. After sending the letter, Felipe’s father regretted the request and 
wrote to the president again the next day: 
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My son has the perhaps unjustified wish to continue his electrical engineering studies in 
the United States; but upon further reflection I came to the conclusion that the dignity of 
our Supreme Government would never allow him to accept such an offer, much less one 
that is intended as a kind of indemnity for a serious, deep wound to our country 
committed by born criminals who took the lives of two of our distinguished compatriots 
in such a disgraceful fashion. At the time I did not realize the significance of the request 
[for a scholarship], and I composed it almost unconsciously, and for this error I ask that 
you may forgive me.122 
Despite the inexplicable crime, the national outrage it provoked, and the insulting 
insufficiency of the scholarship offer, for many young people in Mexico the chance to study in 
the United States still represented an opportunity they did not want to relinquish. Perhaps young 
Felipe felt sadness or anger upon learning that his father had retracted the letter requesting the 
Oklahoma scholarship, but Luciano Rosaldo realized that what for his son represented a 
welcome opportunity would in public denote total disregard for Mexican nationalism.123  
Undoubtedly Rosaldo reached this conclusion when, the day after he sent the letter, he 
read the harsh criticisms of the scholarship program published in papers like El Universal, such 
as the editorial “¡Un puñado de oro a trueque de su sangre!” [A handful of gold in exchange for 
their blood!] that denounced the Oklahoman offer as a “golden offering that cannot stanch the 
blood of the victims nor placate their ghosts.”124125 Before the Mexican president even knew 
                                                 
122 “Mi expresado hijo tiene el anhelo quizá injustificado de continuar sus estudios de ingeniero 
electricista en el país del Norte; pero, reflexionando después llegué a la conclusión de que la dignidad de 
nuestro Supremo Gobierno no le permitiría jamás aceptar un ofrecimiento de tal naturaleza y mucho 
menos a base dizque de una especie de indemnización por lesión grave, tan profunda inferida a nuestro 
país por natos criminales al privar de la vida de modo tan ignominioso a dos connotados compatriotas 
nuestros. De momento no me di cuenta de la trascendencia de la solicitud a que me vengo refiriendo y la 
formulé casi inconscientemente y por tal error pido que se me perdone” 
123 Luciano Rosaldo to President Ortiz Rubio, December 5, 1931. AGN, Presidentes, Ortiz Rubio, folder 
104 (1931). 
124 “Dorada ofrenda que no restaña la sangre de las víctimas ni aplaca sus manes”. 
125 “Un puñado de oro a trueque de su sangre!” El Universal, December 5, 1931, p. 3. 
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about the scholarship, public opinion had already foreclosed upon the possibility that 
Oklahoma’s olive branch would be accepted. 
Mexican student groups also took great offense at the paltry form of redress for the dead 
students. The Confederación Nacional de Estudiantes wrote a letter to President Ortiz Rubio that 
was published in El Universal. For them, the Oklahoma proposal constituted “one of many forms 
of psychological penetration, a phase of American imperialism in our country.”126 The students 
explained that they had long publicly opposed “Mexican student emigration to the United 
States,” yet they had observed that “prominent Mexican officials disregard our colleges and 
universities and send their children to study in Yankee universities.”127128 Though the letter 
writers did not mention it, President Ortiz Rubio was one of those officials. Plutarco Elías Calles 
(who still reigned supreme in Mexico) and his predecessor Álvaro Obregón had also sent their 
sons and daughters to study in the United States. 
Even from the perspective of elite families, student migration lost some appeal. A 
journalist issued a warning to the Mexican public about the impunity of the Oklahoma sheriffs 
and rampant racism against Mexicans in the United States. “Now, parents,” he wrote with bitter 
sarcasm, “send your children to study in the universities on the other side of the Río Grande. 
They will either come back wise, or as cadavers, like the ones they sent back to us a few days 
                                                 
126 “Una de las muchas formas de realizar la penetración psicológica, fase del imperialismo americano 
en nuestro país” 
127 “Emigración escolar mexicana a Estados Unidos…a pesar de reiteradas declaraciones…prominentes 
funcionarios mexicanos, haciendo caso omiso de nuestros colegios y universidades envían a sus hijos a 
hacer cursos en Universidades yanquis” 
128 “Las becas de Oklahoma, E.U.” El Universal, December 5, 1931, pp. 1, 7. 
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ago.”129130 Even William Randolph Hearst, U.S. newspaper magnate, suggested that Mexican 
parents could expect that the only lessons Mexican children could learn in the United States had 
to do with lawlessness.131 There were rumors that President Ortiz Rubio’s own sons would soon 
leave their college for another in Canada.132 
Critics of the scholarship offer, most particularly the Confederación Nacional de 
Estudiantes, succeeded in convincing the president of their demands. Upon receiving the 
students’ letter, Ortiz Rubio had a letter published in El Nacional, the officialist paper, stating 
that while he still had not been contacted directly by the creators of the scholarship, if he did 
receive the offer he would reject it because he agreed with the reasoning in the students’ 
petition.133 The next day, he officially declined the scholarships.134 The scholarships were never 
created, and the murder of Emilio Cortés Rubio and Manuel Gómez passed into oblivion.135 
The 1931 case brought the question of Mexican students in the United States under a 
particularly harsh spotlight, forcing Mexicans to ask what it meant for national pride to send 
youth to a sinister country where Mexicans were denigrated on the basis of their nationality. The 
memorial scholarship was offered as a symbol of the U.S. public’s continuing faith in building 
                                                 
129 “Y ahora, padres de familia … enviad a vuestros hijos a que estudien en las universidades de allende 
el Bravo. Pueden volver, o sabios de similar o cadáveres, como los que nos han devuelto hace unos días”. 
130 José Luis Velasco, “Themis está dolida.” Excélsior, June 30, 1931, pp. 5-6. 
131 “La opinión de Hearst sobre el asesinato de los estudiantes.” El Universal, December 4, 1931, p. 1. 
Hearst’s piece was originally published in English in the Los Angeles Examiner, which he owned, on 
November 29, 1931. 
132 Hoffman, An Oklahoma Tragedy, 43. 
133 “Las dos becas se rechazarán.” El Nacional, December 11, 1931. Biblioteca Lerdo de Tejada (BLT), 
Archivos Económicos (AE), “Becas—México,” M10015. 
134 Telegram from Nicéforo Guerrero, Jr. (Private Secretary to President) to the Secretary of Foreign 
Affairs, December 12, 1931. AGN, Presidentes, Ortiz Rubio, folder 104 (1931). 
135 In 1933, the U.S. government paid US$15,000 to each of the families of the slain students. See 
Hoffman, An Oklahoma Tragedy, 56. 
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an amicable Mexico-U.S. relationship, as an invitation for Mexicans to view the violent sheriffs 
as atypical, and as a message that internationally-minded U.S. citizens repudiated both the 
murder and the murderers’ acquittal. But if Mexican and U.S. public opinion coincided in 
denouncing the incident, many Mexican observers did not share the U.S. hope in pressing 
forward and encouraging more student migration through scholarships. In this case, critics of the 
scholarship offer saw something of a victory when Ortiz Rubio declined the Oklahomans’ 
overture. Yet their position was a fragile one. If the particular Oklahoma scholarship was too 
shameful to be considered, many other families still allowed or even encouraged their sons and 
daughters to study in the United States. Even Salvador Cortés Rubio, the survivor who had 
witnessed the murder of his cousin and friend, returned to St. Benedict’s in the fall of 1931 to 
complete his degree.136 
In the years following the Oklahoma tragedy, diplomatic relations between Mexico and 
the United States took a turn for the better. The Good Neighbor Policy now guided U.S. policy 
toward Latin America, insisting on at least the appearance of non-intervention and the furthering 
of friendly inter-American ties. U.S. Ambassador to Mexico Josephus Daniels, whose tenure 
coincided with the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas, was generally favorable toward the many 
reforms brought by Cardenismo and did not place great importance on the U.S. business interests 
so ferociously protected by some of his predecessors.137 Even Mexico’s nationalization of the oil 
industry in 1938, though highly problematic to leaders in Washington and anathema to U.S. oil 
interests, did not decimate binational relations.138 
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By the 1930s, U.S. interest in Mexico had also spread to the mainstream, as readers and 
consumers sought out information and products relating to Mexican art, history, traditions, 
handicrafts, and music.139 As presented by Mexican representatives and pro-Mexican U.S. 
advocates, Mexico was no longer “violent and unstable” but a land “surrounded by beauty and 
permanently creative.”140 The popularity of everything related to Mexico in the United States 
only spurred more U.S. universities to create new scholarships for Mexican students. 
From the side of U.S. state policy, the 1930s saw the Department of State grant growing 
importance to bringing Latin American students to the United States. At first, they tried to hold 
to their marginal role as more people called for scholarships to be actually funded by the federal 
government.141 But student exchange proved so attractive to State Department officials that in 
1935, Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles used a national radio address to encourage U.S. 
colleges and universities to offer scholarships for Latin American students, claiming that along 
with other forms of educational exchange, these scholarships could “do more to promote real 
understanding between our respective peoples than almost any other one factor.”142 This kind of 
                                                 
139 For detailed accounts of cultural exchanges between Mexico and the United States, see Helen Delpar, 
The Enormous Vogue of Things Mexican: Cultural Relations between the United States and Mexico, 
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See Alejandro Ugalde, “Las exposiciones de arte mexicano y las campañas pro México en Estados 
Unidos, 1922-1940,” in La mirada mirada: transculturalidad e imaginarios del México revolucionario, 
1910- 1945, ed. Alicia Azuela and Guillermo Palacios (Mexico City: El Colegio de Mexico; Universidad 
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official endorsement presaged more concrete commitments in the coming years. At the 1936 
Inter-American Conference for the Maintenance of Peace in Buenos Aires, “an agreement was 
signed by all participants at the conference for the exchange of students, professors, and 
teachers.”143 After this agreement won approval from the U.S. Congress and funds were 
appropriated to carry out its terms, new agencies in the State Department dedicated to cultural 
relations were created in 1938. After this point, while the Department of State hardly dominated 
the field of scholarships for Mexican students, it had established itself as an active player by 
making scholarships a cornerstone of its cultural diplomatic policy, as I discuss in chapter 3. 
Meanwhile in Mexico, though no such sweeping endorsement of student exchange from 
the executive branch would come during this decade, official attitudes toward student migration 
were also changing. After Ortiz Rubio’s polite refusal of the Oklahoma scholarship in December 
1931, subsequent presidents Abelardo L. Rodríguez and Lázaro Cárdenas did not publicly 
comment upon scholarships or student migration. But there was evidence that there was growing 
acceptance and even enthusiasm for sending Mexican students to study abroad, particularly in 
the United States, both in Mexican society and from members of the regime in power. 
After the 1931 murder of two Mexican students, another instance of mistreatment of 
Mexican students in 1934, this time offensive but fortunately not lethal, captured the attention of 
both countries’ governments and press. Five engineering students from the UNAM were 
traveling in Texas with their classmates to complete prácticas, or practical training at the end of 
their degree program. While in Bay City and Gonzales, two towns in southeastern Texas, the 
students were prohibited from entering cafés on the basis of their Mexican nationality. Upon 
their return to Mexico, the students wrote a letter to the Rector of the UNAM protesting this act 
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of discrimination. The students argued that they had been the victims of racism, and they were all 
the more appalled at being excluded for being Mexican given that they had arrived at these 
establishments in buses marked with “large signs that said ‘Universidad de México. Facultad de 
Ingeniería [University of Mexico. Department of Engineering].”144145 Once again, the fact that 
the victims were students played a role in both magnifying Mexican outrage and facilitating U.S. 
contrition.146  
Mexican student groups in the capital organized a rally in which speakers “condemned 
U.S. imperialism” and called for a student strike and protest.147 Days later, the Federación 
Estudiantil Universitaria (FEU) proposed organizing a strike and protest to express their 
indignation, or launching a “boycott against Texan students who come to Mexico.”148 Their new 
plans stood in contrast to the student response to the 1931 murder case when they called for a 
complete end to Mexican student migration in the United States. By 1934, they proposed a kind 
of eye-for-eye, an official rejection of Texan students coming to Mexico that mirrored Texan 
popular discrimination against Mexican students. While symbolically potent, this idea suggested 
that perhaps even the staunchly nationalist FEU realized that there was little hope of stopping the 
flow of Mexican students to the United States.  
Indeed, some of the university students they represented probably hoped to study abroad 
themselves, and this desire led them to take leadership roles in creating new scholarship 
                                                 
144 “A pesar de que en los camiones parados frente a los hoteles y restaurantes había grandes letreros 
que decían ‘Universidad de México. Facultad de Ingeniería’” 
145 “Maltrato a mexicanos,” El Universal, August 15, 1934, p. 1. 
146 Edward L. Reed, Chief of the Division of Mexican Affairs to Julio Trens of Trens Agency, August 25, 
1934. NARA, RG 59, Central Decimal File 1930-1939, box 5058. 
147 “Una protesta por las descortesías de Texas,” El Universal, August 25, 1934, p. 1. 
148 “La huelga de protesta por las descortesías de Texas,” El Universal, August 28, 1934, p. 7. 
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opportunities. A representative of the Fondo Estudiantil Mexicano traveled to Los Angeles, 
California in 1935 and obtained an offer of two scholarships for UNAM students to attend the 
University of Southern California as well as work opportunities from the local chamber of 
commerce that would allow a few more students to attend.149 In 1936, the president of the FEU, 
Francisco López Serrano, negotiated with university officials to obtain the promise of 15 
scholarships for UNAM students to study technical subjects in the United States and Europe.150 
Indeed, the FEU’s success owed to a far more favorable climate in the UNAM toward 
scholarships. In 1936, the university’s Departamento de Acción Social announced that it would 
send the best students from each department to study at “first-rate foreign universities” for a 
three-year period. Quite unlike any earlier announcement of scholarship programs, an UNAM 
official, Salvador Azuela, now made sure to explain the purpose of the new program: 
Essentially, the idea is to promote an intense, effective renewal of the cultural heritage of 
new generations of university students by having the top, most legitimate examples of 
student talent spend time and study in the world’s most culturally reputable [educational] 
centers…In countries with a higher level of progress, we find the systematic practice of 
sending young people to the most advanced foreign countries. With this, they achieve 
[international?] rapprochement as well as a notable improvement in the formation of their 
youth, and as a result, these countries advance in general.151 152 
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151 “Se trata, esencialmente, de promover una intensa y efectiva renovación del acervo cultural de las 
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152 “Establecerá la Universidad Nacional de México becas y concursos para los alumnos,” Excélsior, 
January 19, 1936. BLT, AE, “Becas—México,” M10015. 
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Azuela’s notion of the ideal scholarship recipient, an exemplar of “student talent,” echoed some 
of the earliest, U.S.-initiated scholarship programs that had similarly proposed study in the 
United States as something only the most exceptional Mexican students could aspire to. Sending 
students abroad now fit well into nationalist projects premised on transforming Mexico into 
something more modern. 
By the end of the decade, many state agencies were creating their own programs for study 
abroad and announcing them publicly. When describing plans to send a social worker, a home 
nurse, and a doctor to the University of Cleveland in 1938, the Secretaría de Asistencia Pública 
emphasized its rigorous selection procedure and noted that the employees’ studies would be 
covered by funds from the Lotería Nacional, “thereby fulfilling the social mission for which [the 
lottery] was created.”153 Though in the past some had imagined all kinds of national ills when 
describing the consequences of sending Mexican students to the United States, now scholarships 
were seen as advancing nothing less than a “social mission” to the benefit of the Mexican people. 
Of course, the employees were required to resume work in the Secretaría de Asistencia Pública 
upon their return.154  
Scholarships now seemed an appropriate state policy in agencies charged with some of 
the most politically, symbolically significant realms of the revolutionary state. That year, student 
members of the Sociedad Estudiantil Socialista at Mexico’s Escuela Nacional de Maestros, 
which trained primary school teachers, sent a list of demands to the Secretary of Education. They 
asked for more equipment, material improvements to their school, 50 new scholarships for 
impoverished students, and their tenth and final demand was for “12 scholarships for graduates 
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to study abroad, preferably in Europe or North America.” This was listed just above the student 
group’s motto, “For education at the service of the people [Por una educación al servicio del 
pueblo].” 155156 As loosely defined as socialism was in Mexico in this era, a request for 
scholarships from a leftist group would have been unthinkable just a few years before. Now even 
the Banco Nacional de Crédito Eijdal was offering scholarships for agricultural students—the 
children of ejidatarios—to study cotton classification techniques.157 The ejido, a form of 
collectively-owned land that was the centerpiece of revolutionary redistribution of wealth, would 
be worked by U.S.-educated Mexicans, funded at the state’s expense.  
Conclusion 
Clearly, many were convinced, like one journalist writing in El Nacional, that generous 
scholarships for study in the United States could actually help to “plow the fertile furrows of 
[Mexican] nationality” when worthy students tackled topics of importance to the homeland.158159 
This writer was referring to Guggenheim fellowships, but the belief that the nation would benefit 
from the international education of a selected few, a notion that had been highly contested in the 
previous decade, was now part of the official dogma. It was an idea that had first gained traction 
in public debates, and by the end of the 1930s, many parts of the Mexican state had ratified this 
notion. As more and more actors debated the possible benefits and dangers of Mexican student 
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de Educación Pública (SEP), Subsecretaría, box 36829, folder 16. 
157 “Cinco becas dona el Banco Ejidal para estudiar en EE.UU.” El Nacional, May 29, 1939. BLT, 
Archivos Económicos, “Becas—México,” M10015. 
158 “Por medio de la Fundación, pueden irse abriendo los surcos fecundos de la nacionalidad”. 
159 Rafael López, “Las becas de la Guggenhein [sic].” El Nacional, June 17, 1938. BLT, AE, “Becas—
México,” M10015. 
 77 
migration, the common ground found between opponents and supporters was that the topic was 
of public interest. Indeed, all agreed that there were important national (and, as the U.S. voices 
would insist, international) consequences that Mexican student migration could unleash. While 
some saw these consequences as tending toward disaster, the loss of nationality, sovereignty, and 
even life, interlocutors of this persuasion lost ground as the more optimistic voices came to 
dominate the conversation. The concerns raised by opponents of study abroad were never fully 
put to rest, as we will see in later chapters.
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Chapter 2: Scholarship Granting as a Paternalist Practice, 1900-1940 
Although Mexican study abroad developed new political meanings after the Mexican 
Revolution, public conversations did not usually scrutinize the actual state practice of 
international scholarship granting. That practice predated the Revolution: it had roots in the mid-
nineteenth century, and scholarships were regularly granted during the decades-long presidency 
of Porfirio Díaz. The Revolution did not originate or revolutionize the practice of international 
scholarship granting. Joining other recent histories of education in modern Mexico, this chapter 
emphasizes that educational structures were not created from scratch after the revolutionary 
conflict and the 1921 creation of the SEP.1 My chapter shows that between 1900 and 1940, state 
officials who authorized scholarships relied upon class-inflected, discretionary methods to 
determine which students merited support for their studies outside Mexico. Unthreatened by 
attempts to systematize, a paternalist framework guided the logic of scholarship granting from 
the Porfiriato through the postrevolutionary decades. 
Despite these continuities, the cultural landscape in which Mexican government officials 
and youth interacted was changing dramatically. Revolutionary imperatives meant squaring state 
projects with the good of the collective, at least discursively. Public education became a key tool 
for both uplifting the masses and inculcating in them national values, but higher education – 
accessible only to a small fraction of the nation’s youth – fit awkwardly with revolutionary 
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tenets. If anything, all forms of education not directed to the popular sectors were suspect: in 
1922, Secretary of Education José Vasconcelos declared that higher education distracted public 
attention from more important realities, like “spectacle of abandoned children in the barrios of 
all our cities, all our towns,” and even suggested that professional studies empowered a morally 
bankrupt elite and therefore exacerbated “social injustices.”2 In the following years, Vasconcelos 
and other high-level officials personally authorized public funds for an even-more exclusive 
group of young Mexicans to study abroad, but they did not draw attention to this practice. 
In this context, I argue, postrevolutionary international scholarship granting allowed 
officials to preserve discretionary authority and offered youth new avenues to seek privilege and 
favor from the Mexican state. While the Mexican Revolution made international scholarship 
granting politically contentious as a topic of public interest, students drew from debates on 
student migration to politicize their study abroad as a contribution to the nation, arguing that 
patriotism qualified them for scholarships. They also wielded the idea of economic need in both 
elitist and revolutionary ways to compel their protectors to grant funding. Exploring the 
dynamics of power, nation, and social class in exchanges between officials and students, this 
chapter shows how upwardly-mobile youth staked out a place for themselves in revolutionary 
Mexico as nationalists and favored sons (and daughters) who deserved special consideration. 
I invoke the concept of paternalism to describe the ties linking students and the men who 
granted their scholarships. Paternalist bonds, or “social relationships within which the dominant 
partner adopts an attitude and set of practices that suggest provident fostering care for his or her 
                                                 
2 Universidad Nacional de México, El movimiento educativo en México (Mexico City: Dirección de 
Talleres Gráficos, 1922), 6, 8. To be sure, Vasconcelos did articulate a discourse on the role of educated 
youth as specially qualified to help enlighten the nation. But this articulation of their importance in direct 
relation to the masses is different than what I examine here. 
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subordinates” allowed the “paternal” figure to intimately intervene in the protégé’s affairs.3 
Protectors offered recipients funding and advice and expected obedience and evidence of merit 
from their protégés. For example, as secretary of the Interior, Plutarco Elías Calles informed one 
student that his pension had been renewed and encouraged the young man to dedicate himself to 
his studies and learn as much as possible. That way, “you can return to your country satisfied 
that you have fulfilled the duty of every conscientious citizen today, to be educated, even if it is 
with effort.”45  
Scholarship recipients sometimes described their protectors as paternal figures; in 1921, 
student Óscar Aros called Calles “my second father.”6 Moreover, officials’ relationship with 
protégés was understood to be analogous with their bonds with children of their own. In 1925, 
María Choza, the mother of student Antonio Espinosa de los Monteros, also sought out Calles, 
now president, for a scholarship for her son to study economics at Harvard. “I ask this great 
favor of you, encouraged because I know that you are a good father,” she wrote, arguing that 
Calles’ paternal goodness would allow him to sympathize with her as a mother, so “for the love 
of your children, you will help me with good courtesy.”78 Appealing to the president not as a 
                                                 
3 John Scott, ed., “Paternalism,” in A Dictionary of Sociology (Oxford, U.K.: Oxford University Press, 
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8 The Espinosa de los Monteros family was known to those in power: Antonio’s father had been a 
Mexican consul in the United States, and the family also had a business of some kind. However, Choza 
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public official but as a fellow elite parent, María Choza and others in this era made requests to 
sponsors in social and cultural terms that were assumed to be shared by protector and protégé. 
After all, presidents like Álvaro Obregón, Plutarco Elías Calles, and Pascual Ortiz Rubio sent 
their own children to study in the United States during this same era; Calles’ daughter Ernestina, 
who briefly attended Columbia University in 1926, became a minor celebrity on both sides of the 
border.9 
Benevolent protection and tutelage were features of many unequal relationships during 
this period, and paternalism has been invoked to describe industrial relations in which bosses 
distribute nonwage benefits to win workers’ loyalty and to prevent unionization.10 After the 
Revolution, labor and welfare policies assigned special benefits and protections for large groups 
of citizens, such as children, women, and the poor that allowed the state to impose middle-class 
cultural, family, and gender norms upon citizens. The contemporary metaphor of “Mexico’s 
revolutionary family” situated the state in relation to the citizenry in the role of the father 
presiding over his family, giving “the paternalistic state powerful justifications for its authority 
over its fractious constituents.”11 Students, though, were a special kind of subordinated subject in 
the paternalist dyad: they were not interchangeable members of a dependent collective but 
singular protégés who had to be evaluated and supervised on an individual basis. 
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Workers, Paternalism, and Revolution in Mexico, 1890-1950 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 62. 
11 Blum, Domestic Economies, xxvi–xxvii. 
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Paternalism is a gendered system: by definition, the powerful member of the dyad is 
male, and all of the officials who signed off on scholarships here were men. Women received 
scholarships for study abroad during this era from the SEP and the Universidad Nacional 
(UNAM after 1929). The cases I emphasize here are of male protégés, but women’s stories were 
not markedly different.12  
The student-sponsor relationship centered on a transfer of resources: the monthly 
payment of a stipend. The sums distributed were so small that in 1923, President Álvaro 
Obregón issued a statement clarifying that a ten percent reduction in the salaries of public 
servants would not include student pensions, for “the amounts that they are assigned are so 
limited that they barely cover their needs.”13 Though exact numbers of recipients are not 
available for this period, probably each year a few dozen students held scholarships from the 
Mexican government.14 However, as state officials recognized, the stipends mattered 
tremendously to the students who received them. Scholarship recipients believed that the 
conditions of their everyday life and the quality of their future prospects hinged upon the state’s 
continuing payment of their stipend.15 
                                                 
12 However, male supervision of daughters abroad could have been quite different than the supervision of 
sons. See correspondence between Plutarco Elías Calles and his daughter Ernestina, as well as letters 
between Ernestina Elías Calles and her guardians abroad, and letters between Calles and these guardians, 
in FAPECFT, APEC, file 11, inventory 4354, bundles 1-2; file 63, inventory 1727, bundle 1; and file 98, 
inventory 5385, bundle 1. 
13 Álvaro Obregón to the Ministry of Public Education, November 6, 1923. AGN, Presidentes, Obregón-
Calles, 121-H-D-14. 
14 When more precise data is available for a given institution’s scholarship grants during a particular year, 
I provide figures below. 
15 During this period, the word used to describe these students shifted from pensionado (referring to the 
holders any one of various types of government stipends for students, professionals, and state employees) 
to becario (meaning a scholarship recipient). It is possible that this change indicated a need to distinguish 
between different types of recipients of cash transfers from the government (e.g., students from veterans), 
but I have not seen an explicit discussion of this. I use both terms in accordance with the source being 
discussed.  
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The practice of sponsoring students abroad did not yield any immediate political benefit 
to the official involved. Students did not trade votes or loyalty for scholarships awarded by the 
powerful.16 Students and sponsors construed scholarships as unidirectional acts of kindness. The 
student Ignacio Herrerías, fortunate to have a pension to support his studies in New York, 
explained in a 1921 letter to his protector, “I spend a lot of time thinking: how will I repay 
General Calles for what he has done for me? It seems to me that it is difficult to repay this noble 
service.”1718 Young Herrerías, as a member of a family with impeccable revolutionary 
credentials, had privileged access to a paternal figure like Calles.19 As we see below, he was able 
to assume a more familiar tone in his correspondence than students who were not as socially 
close to their protectors. Those students, but also the more privileged ones, took pains to make 
the case that they deserved support because of their academic excellence, economic need, or 
patriotism. 
Since the Porfiriato, Mexican officials emphasized selection by merit to protect their 
discretionary authority to determine which students should receive scholarships and whether 
recipients continued to warrant support from the state. For officials, merit denoted a student’s 
academic excellence, but merit was not measurable. It could only be individually reckoned 
through an opaque evaluation of student’s school record and letters of recommendation, the latter 
                                                 
16 On definitions of clientelism, see Hélène Combes, “¿Dónde estamos con el estudio del clientelismo?,” 
Desacatos. Revista de Ciencias Sociales, no. 36 (2011): 13–32. 
17 “Empleo mucho tiempo pensando: Como retribuiré al señor General Calles lo que ha hecho por mi? A 
mi parecer, es difícil compensar este noble servicio” 
18 Ignacio Herrerías to Plutarco Elías Calles, July 7, 1921. FAPECT, APEC, file 149, inventory 2785, 
bundle 1, f. 23. 
19 As he reminded his protector, Ignacio Herrerías’ father, a journalist, had died in 1912 trying to help the 
Madero government, thereby “serving the country” and giving his life; only after rehearsing the story of 
the family tragedy did young Herrerías ask for Calles to provide a scholarship for his brother. See Ignacio 
Herrerías to Soledad González, March 18, 1922. FAPECFT, APEC, folder 149, inventory 2785, bundle 2, 
f. 47. 
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being most effective when written by the most powerful political elites. This process allowed for 
non-academic considerations – namely, a student’s social capital – to influence officials’ 
decisions about students without violating the premise of selection by merit. In the aftermath of 
the Mexican Revolution and the new regime it brought to power, students seeking scholarships 
began to question officials’ reliance upon academic merit for selecting recipients. Though they 
did not contest officials’ discretionary powers, students asked them to consider economic need 
and patriotism alongside academic success. Students used the political language of the revolution 
to advance their individual cases for worthiness and insisted upon a more holistic approach to 
selection that accounted for students’ background and extracurricular labor on behalf of the 
nation. Students, both those seeking scholarships and those who already had them, pushed the 
Mexican state to look beyond just academic merit when evaluating them as candidates. They did 
this by individually engaging with state officials. 
Systematizing Paternalism and the Convenient Flexibility of Merit 
Officials upheld the belief in selection by merit and adapted paternalist modes of 
scholarship granting during the first four decades of the twentieth century. Mexican officials 
understood merit as a student’s academic success, but when looking for evidence of this success, 
officials did not limit themselves to evaluating relatively objective indicators like a student’s 
grades or class rank. Instead, recommendations from other powerful men played a central role in 
the determination of merit. Merit was particularly important in the moment of selecting 
scholarship recipients, but it remained key throughout a student’s stay in the United States since 
students needed to prove their merit again to receive anything that they might ask of their 
sponsors. At various points before and after the Revolution, officials attempted to standardize the 
process in ways that did not threaten paternalism or the individual reckoning of merit. 
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Paternal figures overseeing students were state officials, all men, whose positions ranged 
from heading a department at the National University to serving as President of Mexico. During 
this period, none of them were exclusively dedicated to scholarship granting, but instead they 
attended to many leadership duties. Less powerful paternal figures worked on behalf of their 
protégés but lacked the influence to make unilateral decisions about their fates. For example, 
Luis Salazar, director of the Escuela de Ingenieros in 1911, had to appeal to his own superiors in 
order to help students from his school completing their practical training in the United States 
when their pensions were unexpectedly halved; he encouraged his protégé Ricardo Monges to 
write to the education ministry officials himself to try to get the previous amount restored.20 
While eventually Salazar was able to have “a very cordial meeting” with the Minister of 
Instrucción Pública and restored the pension amounts for all engineering students completing 
their training, he certainly did not have the power of officials like a cabinet minister or the 
president.21 Through the 1920s and 1930s, directors of Mexican academic departments would 
have a similar role as intermediaries between their protégés and other officials. 
Students with higher-ranking sponsors had a direct line to power, and their protectors 
could grant, increase, or cancel stipends simply by issuing a decree. During the Porfiriato, some 
scholarships were awarded directly by Secretary of Public Instruction Justo Sierra. During the 
Revolution, First Chief Venustiano Carranza authorized a number of scholarships. In the 1920s, 
José Vasconcelos, who had come to prominence as a young intellectual and member of the 
Ateneo de la Juventud, first supervised scholarship recipients as rector of the National University 
and then as Secretary of Public Education. Over the course of that decade, Plutarco Elías Calles, 
                                                 
20 Luis Salazar to Ricardo Monges, August 11, 1911. AHPM, ENI, box I, folder 3. 
21 Luis Salazar to Ricardo Monges, August 14, 1911. AHPM, ENI, box I, folder 3. 
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a revolutionary general of middle-class origins in Sonora, oversaw students first as Secretary of 
the Interior (Gobernación) and then as president, a post he held from 1924 to 1928. However, 
beginning during the Calles presidency, education officials in the SEP and the National 
University increasingly took responsibility for scholarship granting. This shift intensified during 
the Maximato period (1928-1934), when Calles remained the de facto authority in Mexico while 
other presidents held office. While the president retained the ability to create new scholarships, 
for the most part scholarship requests reaching his office were simply redirected without 
comment to education officials. 
During the Porfiriato, scholarships were mainly awarded to those considered to be the 
most promising students in artistic and technical fields: painting, sculpture, and music as well as 
engineering and agricultural studies. They were typically granted by the officials of Instrucción 
Pública, which was part of various ministries, to students or graduate of the national schools 
located in Mexico City. Engineers were especially favored with scholarships since government 
officials believed that they would contribute to Mexico’s economic growth.22 As Bazant has 
pointed out, the government’s aim in sending students abroad had to do not only training 
individuals but also importing knowledge in the form of technical manuals and books that 
students could acquire and send home.23  
During this era, officials made the first efforts to regulate and systematize scholarship 
granting. Engineering students abroad were required to submit monthly reports to the director of 
the Escuela Nacional de Ingenieros in order to receive their stipends, and these reports were full 
                                                 
22 Bazant, “Estudiantes mexicanos en el extranjero,” 741–42. 
23 Bazant, “Estudiantes y profesores mexicanos en el extranjero, 1880-1912,” 2. 
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of technical information and drawings.24 In 1902, the Mexican government issued a decree 
stipulating that students with high grade point averages could win scholarships for study abroad 
that paid $30-50 per month, equivalent to the salary of a Mexican university professor but quite 
insufficient to cover the costs of living in Europe or the United States.25 It is not possible to 
establish exactly how many students were supported with these scholarships, but scattered 
evidence suggests that the number was small.26 The Secretaría de Instrucción Pública y Bellas 
Artes compiled a list of scholarship recipients from 1907-1910 that includes 16 individuals, 14 in 
Europe and two in the United States.27  
It was in the interest of sponsors to ensure the quality of students going abroad in hopes 
of receiving complete and useful information about the technical subjects they studied. For 
example, Julio Aceves, a student of electrical engineering at Columbia in 1909, wrote reports 
directly to Justo Sierra, the Secretary of Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes, and his letters 
described his academic and professional activities in exhaustive detail. He even remitted his 
exams and notes to Sierra.28 The correspondence between officials and their student protégés 
probably also fostered close relationships. As the director of the National School of Engineers 
                                                 
24 Bazant, “La enseñanza y la práctica de la ingeniería durante el porfiriato,” 276. 
25 Bazant, “Estudiantes y profesores mexicanos en el extranjero, 1880-1912,” 2–3. 
26 The 1906 budget for scholarships, 34,000 pesos, was enough to support between 28 and 47 students 
abroad for 12 months, but these funds were also earmarked to cover scholarships at Mexican schools for 
poor students, so the numbers must have been lower. Calculation based on figures given in Bazant, 2–3, 
8. 
27 “Pensionados de la Secretaría de Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes en el Extranjero: 1907 a 1910.” 
AHUNAM, Fondo Ezequiel A. Chávez, box 36, folder 109, document 45, ff. 135-136. 
28 See letters in AGN, SIPBA, box 195, folder 4. 
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wrote to a student abroad in 1911, “Even when our relationship through the school has ended, 
you can always count on me to help you, as much as I can, if you need me.”2930 
 It was left up to officials to decide who was meritorious, and grades were not the only 
factor to be used. As Ezequiel A. Chávez, Director of the Facultad de Altos Estudios, described 
in a letter to the Rector of the National University, in the last years of the Porfiriato the Ministry 
of Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes created four pensions to study education in the United 
States, and these were to be awarded to “the most distinguished” students specializing in this 
field.31 Justo Sierra “promoted and protected” some youth from schools in the capital by 
“sending outstanding students in the sciences, humanities, and arts […] to continue studies 
abroad,” and according to historian Javier Garciadiego, Sierra nurtured an “exceptional,” 
disinterested concern for students.32 Thanks to this predilection, students could individually 
approach this paternal figure to make their requests. For example, in the last years of the 
Porfiriato, Nemesio García Naranjo, a student of law, obtained a scholarship after visiting the 
ministry building, speaking with top officials, and then personally asking Justo Sierra for a 
pension.33 He had, of course, just won an important literary contest, which may well have served 
as sufficient proof of his merit. 
The discretionary powers of officials did not lead them to disregard merit even though 
they could have done so. Ernesto Rivas Elorriaga came to the attention of the Secretaría de 
                                                 
29 “Aún cuando hayan terminado nuestras relaciones de Escuela, puede Ud. contar siempre con que en 
cuanto pueda lo ayudaré si de mí necesite” 
30 Luis Salazar to Julio Aceves, July 21, 1911. AHPM, ENI, box II, folder 16. 
31 Ezequiel A. Chávez to Rector of the National University, June 20, 1922. AHUNAM, Fondo Rectoría, 
Alumnos, folder 7256 (Manuel Barranco), f. 6. 
32 Garciadiego Dantán, Rudos contra científicos, 68. 
33 Susana Quintanilla, Nosotros: la juventud del Ateneo de México (Mexico City: Tusquets, 2008), 37–38. 
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Justicia e Instrucción Pública in 1903 when the Mexican ambassador to Washington 
recommended Rivas for a pensión to continue his studies of mechanics in the United States. 
Rivas had recently graduated from Mexico City’s Escuela Nacional de Artes y Oficios para 
Hombres, and the ambassador explained that Mexico lacked the “necessary workshops” for the 
young man to further his preparation. The ambassador made no comment about Rivas’ 
worthiness, only asking that Rivas be granted a scholarship since he “was recommended by a 
person I desire to serve.”34 However, the ambassador’s recommendation was not enough to win 
funding for Rivas. The Secretaría de Justicia e Instrucción Pública immediately wrote to the 
Escuela Nacional de Artes y Oficios para Hombres and asked for information on Rivas’ 
background.35 The school’s director ranked Rivas in comparison to three others who had recently 
graduated from his program, noting that unlike the school’s own recommended candidate who 
had the top grades and had won several prizes, Rivas had won no prizes and had lower grades.36 
Finally, an official from the Secretaría asked the director to propose how it should be decided 
which student would receive the scholarship, and records do not show how the matter was 
resolved.37 In other words, even with the Mexican ambassador to the United States as a personal 
reference for Rivas, officials were still concerned with establishing his merit according to the 
standards of his school. 
                                                 
34 Manuel Azpíroz to Justino Fernández, December 3, 1903. AGN, Fondo Secretaría de Instrucción 
Pública y Bellas Artes (SIPBA), box 188, folder 25. 
35 Secretaría de Estado y del Despacho de Justicia e Instrucción Pública to the Director of the Escuela 
Nacional de Artes y Oficios, December 16, 1903. AGN, SIPBA, box 188, folder 25. 
36 Manuel Álvarez to Secretaría de Estado y del Despacho de Justicia e Instrucción Pública, December 28, 
1903. AGN, SIPBA, box 188, folder 25. 
37 Secretaría de Estado y del Despacho de Justicia e Instrucción Pública to the Director of the Escuela 
Nacional de Artes y Oficios, January 4, 1904. AGN, SIPBA, box 188, folder 25. 
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Even in cases that were quite evidently guided by factors other than merit, officials tried 
to emphasize the recipient’s academic worth. When Carlos Contreras, who received a pension 
between 1906 and 1910 to study mechanics in New York City, had to return home to Mexico on 
account of illness, his mother asked that his pension be transferred to his brother Rubén, who 
was already studying the same topic in the United States. She appealed to the paternal protector 
that had favored one son and asked him to transfer that favor to her other child, an entirely 
logical move in the context of paternalism. But when Manuel Calero, a cabinet minister, made 
this request on her behalf directly to the minister of Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes and 
confirmed Carlos’ infirmity, he noted that Rubén was an “intelligent boy.”38 The officials agreed 
to the transfer, and Rubén soon received the $50 monthly stipend that his brother had previously 
enjoyed.39 Clearly, being the brother of a former scholarship recipient was hardly evidence of 
academic merit, but the fact that Rubén was reportedly intelligent probably made the operation 
easier to justify.  
As the number of students supported by the Mexican government was growing, officials 
struggled to keep track of students abroad: How many were there? What institutions sponsored 
them? What were they studying? In 1912 and 1913, the Ministry of Instrucción Pública y Bellas 
Artes solicited data from state governments and national schools about the number of pensiones 
granted, pension amounts, disciplines studied, and the destination of the pensionado (the 
Mexican interior, the capital, or abroad).40 While lists of pensionados had been compiled in the 
preceding years, only in 1912 did the Ministry begin to state explicit priorities. The Ministry’s 
                                                 
38 Calero held three different cabinet secretary positions in 1911, and he used his private letterhead in this 
correspondence. For biographical information, see Roderic Ai Camp, Mexican Political Biographies, 
1884-1935, 1st ed. (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1991), 34. 
39 Lic. Manuel Calero to Jorge Vera Estañol, May 3, 1911. AGN, SIPBA, box 195, folder 8. 
40 See documents in AGN, SIPBA, box 83, folder 4; and box 88, folder 82. 
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statistics department reported that this information had revealed a tendency to grant pensions to 
“musicians, painters, medical doctors, teachers, engineers, lawyers, etc.” when “in the entire 
Republic there are only eight mechanics studying at the Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes and 
none abroad.” This meant that “the professions of great interest for the Progress of the 
Republic,” presumably mechanics and other trades, “are neglected” while others enjoyed full 
“official support.”4142 The 1913 report counted 348 pensionados, 23 of whom were abroad and 
only eight of those were in the United States.43 Of these, one was studying education, three 
studied engineering, and four were training in mechanics. This suggests that the department’s 
earlier statement on the dearth of mechanics students abroad was actually a mistake, and the 
error itself signals the difficulties of recordkeeping. Ultimately, in the midst of the Revolution, 
the call to establish priorities did not resonate and fell by the wayside. 
An important change during the Revolution was the opening of a new, hard-to-administer 
channel of scholarship granting: through presidential orders. While scholarships were granted 
during the Porfiriato, Don Porfirio himself was not directly involved. Beginning with President 
Francisco I. Madero, Mexican presidents issued decrees granting particular students pensions to 
study at both the secondary and tertiary levels.44 While it is not clear exactly how many 
                                                 
41 “Músicos, Pintores, Médicos, Profesores, Ingenieros, Abogados etc., sobre todo a los primeros, pero de 
toda la República sólo hay 8 obreros mecánicos estudiando en la Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes y 
ninguno en el extranjero […] de manera que profesiones de gran interés para el Progreso de la 
República están descuidadas […] y otras tienen por completo la ayuda oficial” 
42 Subdirector de la Dirección de Estadística de la Secretaría de Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes to the 
Secretario of the Secretaría de Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes, August 22, 1913. AGN, SIPBA, box 
88, folder 82, f. 3. 
43 See “Noticia de las pensiones concedidas por la Secretaría de I.P. y Bellas Artes, Año de 1911 a 1912,” 
August 25, 1913. AGN, SIPBA, box 88, folder 82, ff. 5-7. 
44 The earliest example I have found is A. Romano, an engineering student in New York City, who held a 
pension (amount unknown) around 1911-1912. See A. Romano to Francisco I. Madero, January 29, 1912. 
AGN, Presidentes, Madero, folder 977-1, f. 283. 
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scholarships the Mexican government granted after 1912, there is evidence that the Carranza 
regime (as First Chief of the Constitutional Army, 1914-1917, and President, 1917-1919) 
supported some students abroad. A group of 200 teachers were sent for a year of study in the 
United States around 1915.45 Francisco Vela González, a lieutenant colonel in Carranza’s forces, 
received a scholarship to study medicine at Harvard beginning in 1916 as the result of an order 
from First Chief Carranza.46 I have not found evidence of scholarships during these years coming 
from education authorities, and it seems that this function only resumed after the most violent 
and unstable years of the revolution. 
Indeed, as the 1910s passed without the education ministry and the university 
participating in international scholarship granting, officials were uncertain as to the legality of 
sending students abroad. Other government authorities used the precedent of presidential 
scholarship decrees to justify creating new scholarships. Merit, too, was part of the discussion. In 
1919, when Gabino Palma and Daniel Arellano, who had recently completed their studies in the 
Escuela Normal, requested funding for further instruction in the United States, the Departamento 
de Hacienda of the Federal District issued a memorandum noting that a 1908 law, still in effect, 
allowed for sending “apt teachers abroad” to complete the particular course of study assigned to 
them by the government, but Palma and Arellano could not be helped by this law since they had 
not been specifically sent by the government or assigned a course of study by state officials. 
Furthermore, there was no budget item designated for covering their pensions. “However, since 
the end proposed by the interested parties is laudable,” the official continued, and because the 
                                                 
45 Universidad Nacional de México, Boletín de la Universidad. Órgano del Departamento Universitario y 
de Bellas Artes. t. 1. December 1917, no. 1, p. 9. 
46 Francisco Vela González to Ing. Félix Palavicini, Minister of Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes, 
August 11, 1916. AGN, SIPBA, box 294, folder 11. 
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president had recently granted money for travel expenses to two engineers going to study in New 
York, it was possible to grant Palma and Arellano a similar one-time payment. Even though a 
monthly scholarship was not possible, the travel funding had strings attached. “Because every 
expenditure made by the Government should result in general, not particular benefits, the 
interested parties should contract some obligation in relation to teaching in this country” and 
provide documentation of their studies upon their completion so that the reason for their funding 
would be clearly supported in their files.47 Thus, it was only when Mexican institutions regained 
some stability that the questions of legality, administrative procedure, and “general benefit” to 
the nation, issues last raised by the Ministry of Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes in 1912, 
reemerged as a priority, albeit only in private correspondence. However, no clear policy came as 
a result, and ultimately the students Palma and Arellano were granted regular scholarships once a 
presidential decree was issued. 
During the 1920s, the lack of procedure, along with the precarious conditions of the 
postrevolutionary state, created problems for both students and sponsors. While during the 
Porfiriato, a law set a $30-50 range for stipends, in the early 1920s no such standard amount 
existed, and stipends varied from as little as $25 to as much as $300 in 1920-1921. This could 
not be attributed to differences in the cost of living: in 1921, Ignacio Herrerías and Calles’ son 
Plutarco Jr. both studied in New York City where they shared an apartment, and they were both 
supervised by the New York consul and protected by Calles, yet the pensionado Herrerías had a 
stipend of $150 per month while the consul recommended to Calles a monthly allowance of $250 
                                                 
47 Departamento de Hacienda del Gobierno del Distrito Federal, “Memorandum,” June 12, 1919. AGN, 
SEP, Sección Departamento Administrativo, Serie Pensiones, Box 31642, Folder “Gabino Palma-Daniel 
Arellano.” 
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for his son.48 While the range of stipend amounts reflected that some students benefited from 
favoritism, the complete absence of regulations and recordkeeping probably explains the 
disparities in large part. 
 Another related problem was that scholarship payments were irregular and subject to 
getting lost in the bureaucratic shuffle, and students faced the sudden reduction or loss of their 
stipends. Not only devastating for students, problems with payments also created more work for 
their sponsors. I have evidence of two cases in which students lost their stipends when the 
official who had originally granted their stipend left office.49 In one of these cases, the new 
governor of Sonora, Francisco Elías, discovered that the previous governor had been supporting 
student Óscar Aros “without properly processing” the stipend. Only after Aros wrote to the 
Secretary of the Interior Plutarco Elías Calles, who then asked his cousin Governor Elías to 
resolve the matter, was the student’s stipend restored and made official.50 Even several years 
later, scholarship payments were so notoriously irregular that now-President Plutarco Elías 
Calles, still offering paternal support for the lucky student Aros, wrote to the consul in Boston 
with these instructions: “So that young Aros does not encounter any difficulties in receiving his 
                                                 
48 Guillermo Seguín to Plutarco Elías Calles, September 28, 1921. FAPECFT, APEC, file 89, inventory 
5376, bundle 1, ff. 6-7. 
49 Moisés Sáenz attributed one such cancellation in 1920 to “the change in government” following 
Carranza’s assassination when interim president Adolfo de la Huerta took office. See Moisés Sáenz to 
Gustavo Padrés, August 30, 1920. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 31642, folder “Gabino 
Palma-Daniel Arellano.” 
50 Francisco Elías to unknown recipient, August 6, 1921. FAPECFT, APEC, file 127, inventory 353, f. 8. 
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pension due to delays in its processing, I thank you in advance to pay him the amount of his 
scholarship with all regularity until further notice, thus avoiding disruptions in his studies.”5152 
As Calles’ preemptive request for Aros suggests, in the context of administrative chaos 
the most fortunate students had sponsors who actively promoted their well-being. Around 1920, 
paternal figures were more likely to assume a tutelary role as well. But the disorganization of 
existing pensions threatened officials’ ability to assume the paternalist mantel of supervision and 
frustrated their efforts to determine students’ merit. Attempts to organize and regulate over the 
course of the 1920s tended to substitute the careful personal surveillance of each student with 
other measures by increasingly using intermediaries and standardization of information to 
replace the labor of individual monitoring. Student-sponsor communication was lopsided, with 
students frequently complaining that their letters had not been acknowledged and sponsors 
routinely dispatching terse replies to their protégés’ long entreaties. Officials looked for ways to 
delegate the work of monitoring students to other state agents while maintaining their authority 
over their dependents. 
Indeed, since the Porfiriato, Mexican diplomatic outposts had been tasked with making 
scholarship payments to students, but in the 1920s, their role expanded to include these more 
supervisory duties. The paternalist logic of scholarship granting helps explain how this 
happened: probably, officials who had charged diplomats with the supervision of their own sons 
and daughters later asked consuls to do similar work with student protégés. In 1917, the Mexican 
consul in San Francisco, California assisted Calles in placing his son, Plutarco Jr., in a nearby 
                                                 
51 “A fin de que el joven Aros no encuentre dificultades en el cobro de su pensión por retrasos en la 
tramitación respectiva, agradeceré a usted se le cubra el importe de su beca con toda regularidad, hasta 
nuevo aviso, evitándole así trastornos en sus estudios” 
52 Plutarco Elías Calles to Raúl G. Domínguez, Mexican Consul in Boston, August 16, 1926. FAPECFT, 
APEC, file 127, inventory 353, f. 28. 
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military academy, taking care of such intimate matters as the fact that young Plutarco had “a 
little gonorrhea” that the consul believed should be treated before enrolling in the academy.53 
Later, Calles entrusted the details of Plutarco Jr.’s education in New York City to the local 
consul, who made tuition and allowance payments on the president’s behalf even though the 
younger Calles was not a pensionado.54 
 In the 1920s, Calles and other sponsors asked consuls to similarly attend to the everyday 
work of supervising students. While a student at Stanford, Carlos Pérez Guerra was “under the 
supervision of the Consulate General” in San Francisco, and the consul there knew him well 
enough to write that his young compatriot was “an entirely worthy, model student” whose 
conduct was “always faultless and [his] application in [his] studies merited high praise.”55 
Consuls could also perform discipline. The Mexican consul in New York sent Calles a report of 
Ignacio Herrerías’ grades and explained that “some time ago, and with good reason, I gave him a 
severe reprimand” that had resulted in much-improved conduct on the young man’s part “both 
personally and as a student.”56 Finally, sponsors relied upon consuls to verify the information or 
claims made by students, either by writing on students’ behalf, or as the Mexican consul in 
Boston did for MIT student Óscar Aros, he added a short note verifying the accuracy of the 
student’s explanation of his request for more money.57  
                                                 
53 Ramón P. De Negri to Plutarco Elías Calles, September 23, 1917. FAPECFT, FEC, file 57, inventory 
912, bundle 1, f. 8. 
54 Guillermo Seguín to Plutarco Elías Calles, September 28, 1921. FAPECFT, APEC, file 89, inventory 
5376, bundle 1, f. 6. 
55 José A. Valenzuela to Carlos E. Pérez Guerra, August 15, 1924. AGN, SEP, Departamento 
Administrativo, box 31616, folder “Carlos E. Pérez Guerra.” 
56 Guillermo Seguín to Plutarco Elías Calles, June 28, 1922. FAPECFT, APEC, file 149, inventory 2785, 
bundle 2, f. 58. 
57 Óscar Aros to Plutarco Elías Calles, October 2, 1926. FAPECFT, APEC, file 127, inventory 353, f. 32. 
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In 1922, President Obregón may have used consular supervision as a way to reign in José 
Vasconcelos’ power as Secretary of Education. Obregón ordered the SEP to comply with three 
provisions in dealing with its scholarship recipients. First, students had to present themselves to 
the nearest consulate (or the Embassy) upon their arrival. Second, the SEP had to inform the 
Ministry of Foreign Relations of the names, areas of study, and institutions of students who 
would receive pensions so that the Ministry could inform consuls. Third, Obregón’s order 
explained that ambassadors and consuls would be “in charge of monitoring the conduct and 
progress” of students and would “provide the necessary reports” to be sent to the SEP.5859  
Within the SEP, officials promulgated a new set of rules that also ensured direct and 
frequent communication between scholarship recipients and the ministry itself. In 1922, the SEP 
sent letters to all students receiving pensions explaining that a personal file would be created for 
all pensionados. They requested information from students about their place of residence, 
institutions and courses of study, expected time to complete their program, and two small 
photographs. The circular invited pensionados to write to the SEP frequently and to make 
“observations and suggestions that in your judgment will result in benefit of yourself and the 
country.”60 When one student failed to send the information, he received another letter 
explaining that the purpose of creating these personal files was to decide which scholarships 
                                                 
58 “Los respectivos ministros o Cónsules, estarán encargados de vigilar la conducta y aprovechamiento 
de los pensionados y de rendir los informes necesarios para que lleguen a conocimiento de la Secretaría 
de Educación Pública” 
59 Álvaro Obregón to Secretaría de Educación Pública, August 4, 1922. AGN, Presidentes, Obregón-
Calles, 121-E-E. 
60 Subjefe del Departamento Administrativo, Sección de Pensiones a Lorenzo Nieto, July 6, 1922. AGN, 
SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 31616, folder 8. 
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would be renewed for the following year.61 This attempt at systematization included such 
innovations as a standard form students had to fill out, as shown in Figure 3. 
 
Figure 3. Information form submitted by Carlos Eugenio Pérez Guerra, 1924 
 
Source: AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, Box 31616, Folder “Carlos E. Pérez 
Guerra.” 
                                                 
61 Jefe del Departamento Administrativo a Lorenzo Nieto, November 13, 1922. AGN, SEP, Departamento 
Administrativo, box 31616, folder 8. 
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Another systematizing innovation during this time was the rule that pensions could be 
granted only for one year, and while they could be renewed, state officials avoided promising 
such renewal to students worried about future support. This would give officials the chance to 
cancel scholarships in the case of problems, and the opportunity to reevaluate students’ 
performance on a regular basis, but it was mainly meant to ensure that scholarships would fit 
within the yearly budget. The SEP seems to have held strictly to this rule of single-year grants 
even in a case in which it faced outside pressure to award a particular student, whose father had 
just died, a multiyear scholarship.62 
In fact, a newfound preoccupation with the budget reflected the fact the growing number 
of pensionados—which is impossible to determine precisely but probably included a few dozen 
students—was becoming a drain on state resources. This was the reason Calles gave to Ignacio 
Herrerías in December 1922 to explain why his pension could not be increased, although it 
would be extended.63 The following year, in November 1923, apparently due to budget 
shortfalls, all scholarships for students outside Mexico were cancelled by President Obregón, and 
the president authorized the SEP to administer funds to students abroad to pay for their return 
trip home.64 At this time, Minister of Finance Alberto J. Pani was working to control government 
spending and balance the national budget.65 The stipend cancelations followed a presidential 
decree from Obregón that attempted to regularize the use of public funds; the decree required 
officials making payments to strictly adhere to budget items and prohibited many kinds of 
                                                 
62 See letters in AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 31616, folder 8. 
63 Soledad González to Ignacio Herrerías, December 26, 1922. FAPECFT, APEC, file 149, inventory 
2785, bundle 2, f. 76. 
64 Álvaro Obregón to SEP, November 16, 1923. AGN, Presidentes, Obregón-Calles, 121-E-P. 
65 Jean Meyer, “Revolution and Reconstruction in the 1920s,” in Mexico since Independence, ed. Leslie 
Bethell (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 219. 
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nonwage payments to state employees and others, although students abroad were not specifically 
mentioned.66 The students received the bad news about their stipends abruptly.67 However, in the 
last days of the year, an order from President Obregón restored all of the pensions for students 
both in Mexico and abroad for 1924.68  
By early 1925, the SEP once again found itself with a budget for scholarships abroad that 
could not sustain all of the students studying in other countries. Though the SEP had 60,000 
pesos to use for this purpose, effectively only 45,600 pesos could be distributed among 38 
pensionados in Europe and the United States who each received “insignificant” pensions of 
about $50. Secretary of Public Education Puig Casauranc gave these figures and explained the 
situation to Fernando Torreblanca, Calles’ personal secretary, to justify the cancellation of a 
scholarship that Torreblanca’s younger brother Rafael had enjoyed for several years. 
After consulting with Mr. President, I find myself with the very unpleasant necessity of 
canceling the 200 dollar pension that young Rafael Torreblanca has received to support 
his studies at the University of San Francisco. I was obligated to do this because 
otherwise I would have had to suspend four pensions of 50 dollars each, that is to say, 
more than 10 percent of the total pensions that it will be possible to grant this year. 6970 
 
                                                 
66 Auditor General, November 9, 1923. AGN, Presidentes, Fondo Obregón-Calles, 121-H-D-14. 
67 Lorenzo Nieto, an engineering student in Ohio, received a telegram from the Mexican consul in Detroit 
telling him of his scholarship’s cancellation. See Alfredo A. Serratos to Lorenzo E. Nieto, October 29, 
1923. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 31616, folder 8. 
68 Order from Álvaro Obregón to Secretaría de Educación Pública, December 26, 1923. AGN, 
Presidentes, Obregón-Calles, 122-E-P. For an example of a reinstated pension, see Acuerdo de la 
Secretaría de Educación Pública, January 18, 1924. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 
31616, folder 8. 
69 “Después de consultar con el señor Presidente, me he visto en la necesidad, muy penosa para mí, de 
cancelar por el presente año la pensión de Dlls 200.oo de que ha venido disfrutando el joven Rafael 
Torreblanca, para fomento de sus estudios en la Universidad de San Francisco, Cal. Me vi obligado a 
ello porque, de no hacerlo, habría tenido que suspender cuatro pensiones de Dlls 50.oo, es decir, más del 
10% del total de las pensiones que va a ser posible conceder en el presente año” 
70 José Manuel Puig Casauranc to Fernando Torreblanca, January 20, 1925. FAPECFT, Fondo Fernando 
Torreblanca (FFT), file T-3/215, inventory 981, bundle 2, f. 73. 
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After reiterating his regret for this decision, Puig Casauranc further rationalized his 
choice pointing out that the students who would continue to receive their smaller stipends were 
all close to earning their degrees.71 Torreblanca deemed the Secretary of Education’s “reasons to 
be very well founded” and did not contest the action.72 Budget concerns and adherence to 
regulations were therefore already limiting the discretionary power of paternal protectors. While 
officials referred to the limited budget for scholarships through the rest of the 1920s and through 
the 1930s, I have not found evidence of later sudden cancelations of scholarships: rather, 
scholarship requests were frequently denied from the outset due to insufficient funding. 
Besides improving information on students abroad and reining in spending on 
scholarships, SEP officials also introduced basic guidelines to the entire process of scholarship 
granting. In 1925, the SEP promulgated a set of regulations that were published in the SEP’s 
Boletín and distributed to administrators at the National University.73 These regulations did not 
address the disparities in scholarship amounts or reduce the reliance on individual officials’ 
judgment in making decisions regarding scholarships. Rather, they acknowledged and codified 
the paternalist, personalist nature of scholarship granting in its first lines, which explained that 
the procedures it stipulated were only to be used in “cases involving students about whom the 
Secretary has not formed a personal opinion.”74 What the regulations did accomplish was to 
                                                 
71 José Manuel Puig Casauranc to Fernando Torreblanca, January 20, 1925. FAPECFT, FFT, file T-3/215, 
inventory 981, bundle 2, f. 74. 
72 Fernando Torreblanca to José Manuel Puig Casauranc, February 16, 1925. FAPECFT, FFT, file T-
3/215, inventory 981, bundle 2, f. 76. 
73 “Memorandum,” Secretario de Educación to the Rector de la Universidad Nacional, 12 February 1925. 
AHUNAM, Fondo Universidad Nacional, Sección Secretaría General, box 2, folder 11; Boletín de la 
Secretaría de Educación Pública, (Mexico City: Secretaría de Educación Pública, Direción Editorial), t. 
III, no. 10, March 1925, 17-18. 
74 “Reglamento de pensiones de la Secretaría de Educación Pública para estudios en el país y en el 
extranjero,” Feburary 12, 1925. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 31558, folder 11. 
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more clearly define merit even if the Secretary of Education’s determination obviated the need 
for standardized evaluation. 
In line with the paternalist preoccupation with tutelage, the memorandum specified that 
sponsors could cancel scholarships if students’ behavior (conducta), effort (aplicación), and 
academic progress (aprovechamiento) fell short; students abroad had to ask the directors of the 
schools where they studied to send reports on their activities every semester. Merit, then, now 
had three subcomponents, all of which were subjective but measurable. Students desiring 
scholarships in Mexico’s own institutions had to prove economic need while students hoping to 
study abroad did not, although the second group had the additional requirements of proving their 
language skills in an exam and having completed the available courses of study in their field in 
Mexico. This was because study abroad, according to the memorandum, was for specialization or 
perfeccionamiento, referring to the highest level of learning in a given area. Qualifying for an 
international scholarship was based entirely their merit, and students needed to continually 
evince this quality in order to keep their stipends. 
The actual selection process for choosing students to go abroad lacked specificity. First, 
the Secretary of Education’s judgment was enough on its own to allow students known to him to 
be awarded a scholarship by the Secretary’s order. Second, while the Reglamento clarified that 
unfamiliar students would not apply personally but be recommended by SEP or university 
officials, it stated only that officials would apply on the students’ behalf without explaining what 
such an application should contain. Finally, on the question of choosing applicants, the 
regulations specified only that in the case of “equal aptitudes and [fulfillment of] requirements, 
students whose specializations satisfy the country’s pressing needs will be preferred” without 
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defining what constituted “aptitudes” or how they would be measured, nor did the document 
enumerate Mexico’s “pressing needs.”75 
These new regulations, equivocal as they were, still meant that both relatively weak 
sponsors (such as a head of a university department) and more powerful ones (the president) had 
to attend to these rules in making determinations of merit and awarding stipends. Take the case 
of the Director of the Escuela Nacional de Ingenieros, who wrote to the rector of the University 
to request two scholarships for students in 1927. He explained that the two candidates he 
recommended were named because they were among “those who have distinguished themselves 
most in the fifth year of studies.”76 The request went to the Secretary of Education who 
authorized only one scholarship and asked the director of the engineering department to select 
“the student who, in your judgment, has greater merits [merecimientos].”77 The Secretary, 
exercising discretionary powers, granted the head of the engineering department some latitude to 
adjudicate merit. However, the director did not choose one student and instead proposed splitting 
the scholarship equally between two candidates, arguing that “given that the merits of the two 
make them equally worthy, and keeping in mind that in carrying out different activities, they can 
cover a much broader field […] it seems more equitable and advantageous to reduce each one’s 
                                                 
75 “En igualdad de aptitudes y requisitos se preferirá a estudiantes cuya especialidad satisfaga las 
necesidades apremiantes del país” 
76 José A. Cuevas to Rector of the National University, December 19, 1927. AGN, SEP, Departamento 
Administrativo, box 31616, folder 1. 
77 Jefe del Departamento to José A. Cuevas, February 7, 1928. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, 
box 31616, folder 1. 
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stay abroad to five and a half months.”7879 The new plan was approved by the Secretary of 
Education. The engineer’s knowledge of the official regulations allowed him to obtain an 
outcome that best served the needs of his department and allowed him to reward deserving 
students as he saw fit. 
By contrast, President Calles did not seem to know about the regulations and proper 
channels for scholarship granting, but he, too, looked to the SEP to formalize the scholarship of 
his protégés and sought to adhere to bureaucratic procedures, as we see in the case of Óscar 
Aros. Aros had originally received his pension from the governor of Sonora around 1920, and he 
came under Calles’ protection in 1921. After completing high school and then entering MIT, in 
1928 Aros asked for more money, and Calles denied this request explaining that there was no 
way to justify such an expenditure in the budget.80 By 1929, when Aros had just six more months 
of work to complete before earning his degree, Calles did not simply order to extend the 
scholarship but instead asked an official at the Ministry of the Interior about the appropriate way 
to continue funding Aros. What is more, Calles justified his support for his protégé referring to 
his merit: Aros, Calles claimed, was “a young man who works hard in his studies, who has 
reciprocated the favor that the Government has done for him.”8182  
                                                 
78 “Muy encarecidamente me permite sugerir a usted la conveniencia de que sea aprovechada por 
mitades a favor de los alumnos Anastasio Guzmán y Adolfo Orive…pues, dado que los merecimientos de 
los dos los hacen igualmente apreciables y teniendo en cuenta que dedicados a actividades diversas 
podrán cubrir un campo mucho más amplio para beneficio de la Revista de esta Facultad, parece más 
equitativo y ventajoso reducir la estancia de ellos a unos cinco meses y medio en el extranjero” 
79 José A. Cuevas to the Director del Departamento Administrativo de la Universidad Nacional, February 
8, 1928. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 31616, folder 1. 
80 Soledad González to Óscar Aros, March 22, 1928. FAPECFT, APEC, file 127, inventory 353, f. 38. 
81 “Que es un joven aprovechado en sus estudios, que ha correspondido al favor que le ha hecho el 
Gobierno” 
82 Plutarco Elías Calles to Felipe Canales, Subsecretario de Gobernación, January 31, 1929. FAPECFT, 
APEC, file 127, inventory 353, f. 42. 
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The response to Calles revealed the president’s ignorance of how scholarships should 
properly be granted and demonstrated that by this time, there was in fact a relatively clear 
procedure for how scholarship granting should proceed. The official from the Ministry of the 
Interior detailed the history of Aros’ scholarship payments over the past five years since Calles 
had issued a decree granting him a stipend, and he explained that in 1928, the Ministry had 
realized that since this payment was in fact a scholarship for study abroad, it should not have 
been processed through their ministry but instead through the SEP. For the past year, the SEP, 
not the Ministry of the Interior, had thus administered Aros’ payments.83 
Despite the fact that scholarship granting was become more routine, there was still room 
for paternalist language and appeals. In the midst of this correspondence with the Ministry of the 
Interior, the Mexican consul in Boston wrote to Calles on Aros’ behalf (the consul, too, 
mistakenly believed that the ministry was responsible for the stipend). To convince Calles to 
intervene, the consul depicted Aros as an unfortunate dependent in need of protection. “Poor 
Aros,” he wrote, was in an “extremely difficult situation,” and the consul emphasized his youth 
by calling him a “muchacho” (boy). After reducing Aros to these pathetic terms, the consul 
played up Aros’ merit: “of the 26 Mexican students studying the same program,” Aros was “the 
most hardworking and stands out notably from the rest for both his effort and knowledge.”8485 
Bureaucratic disorganization, emphasis on merit, and the language and practices of paternalism 
                                                 
83 Felipe Canales to Plutarco Elías Calles, February 18, 1929. FAPECFT, APEC, file 127, inventory 353, 
f. 43. 
84 “Aros, es el estudiante mexicano entre los 26 mexicanos que estudian la misma carrera, el más 
aprovechado y sobre sale notablemente de los demás tanto por su aplicación como por sus 
conocimientos” 
85 Raúl Domínguez to Plutarco Elías Calles, February 14, 1929. FAPECFT, APEC, file 127, inventory 
343, f. 44. 
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awkwardly coexisted in the second half of the 1920s. Even a man as powerful as the president 
now attempted to fit his scholarship granting within some kind of institutional framework. 
 
 1927 1928 1929 
Total, United 
States 
16 17 21 
New York 8 9 6 
Other cities 8 8 15 
    
Total, Europe 14 4 17 
France 7 2 5 
England 0 1 0 
Spain 1 0 2 
Germany 4 0 4 
Italy 2 1 5 
Czechoslovakia 0 0 1 
    
Total pensionados 30 21 38 
Table 1. Data on pensionados from the Universidad Nacional, 1927-1929 
 
Source: AHUNAM, Universidad Nacional, Departamento de Administración, box 54, folder 
1778. 
Efforts to systematize and implement new forms of recordkeeping continued, and lists 
produced in 1929 indicated that the students’ files would be sent to the SEP, perhaps indicating a 
new effort toward collaboration or consolidation between the university and the education 
ministry.86 The National University produced lists of its pensionados in 1927, 1928, and 1929 
that included names, pension amounts, and places of study.87 The numbers are summarized in 
Table 1. Though the typewritten lists lacked information on areas of study and sometimes 
                                                 
86 See lists of “Expedientes de pensionados…”, December 13, 1929. AHUNAM, Universidad Nacional, 
Departamento de Administración, box 54, folder 1778, ff. 19827, 19830. 
87 See documents in AHUNAM, Fondo Universidad Nacional, Departamento de Administración, box 54, 
folder 1778.  
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contained mistakes corrected by hand, the documents do provide a sense of the scale of the 
program, which sponsored a few dozen students each year. The 1928 lists included monthly 
stipend amounts which, as before, varied greatly among recipients; some students did not receive 
regular payments but instead one-time aid or travel grants. A majority of these students studied 
in the United States, and in 1927 and 1928, nearly half of those were located in the New York 
area. The others could be found in other cities on the Eastern seaboard as well as in Chicago, 
Texas, and California. By 1929, the university’s pensionados in the United States were more 
dispersed throughout the country, and more could be found in Midwestern and southern states. 
Though haphazard, the fact that the lists were produced at all suggests an impetus to organize 
and account for the process of scholarship granting. The lists also remind us that women also 
received scholarships from the state at this time: in 1929, nine of the 38 pensionados were 
women. 
Around the same time, two officials at the National University drafted regulations for 
scholarships granted by the university itself. Though it was clearly modeled on the SEP’s 1925 
regulations, the National University’s 1929 version also differed from the earlier rules. First, the 
university’s proposed regulations called for certain austerity: pensions to students abroad would 
cover only tuition and room and board, and they would pay only for “modest” travel expenses. 
Monthly stipends could not be more than 200 gold pesos per month (about $100). This was the 
first time that officials sought to dictate the amounts of scholarships since the Porfiriato, 
although the call for a maximum still left room for disparities. Second, there were more 
provisions for discipline and behavioral guidelines.  
For the students who enjoy them, scholarships constitute an unavoidable obligation to 
fulfill their academic duties, attending classes consistently and punctually, and behaving 
in class with the correctness and composure that distinguishes educated people, and 
 108 
maintaining both inside and outside the establishment where they study, the principles of 
morality that regulate life in educated societies.88 
 
Besides requirements about keeping good grades, the authors of the proposed regulation hoped to 
control the conduct of recipients and defined that conduct in terms of social and cultural 
expectations that students were assumed to know. While these rules may have been intended 
more for the students with scholarships to study in the National University itself, the officials 
made clear that scholarship recipients had to comport themselves as ideal students. These 
guidelines also provided for disciplinary mechanisms. For the student abroad who “disappoints 
the hopes of the University, he will be denied, as punishment, [the payment of] the costs of his 
return” to Mexico, which the student would have to pay from his or her own pocket, assuming 
that students had some resources at their disposal. Finally, this regulation required that 
scholarship recipients returning from abroad would have to work for three years in an “official 
post.”89 I do not know if the university actually implemented the draft regulations. However, the 
provisions confirm that officials in the higher education bureaucracy sought to standardize the 
adjudication of merit and the exercise of control over students abroad.  
In the 1930s, presidents often but did not always delegate the work of selecting 
scholarship recipients and corresponding with students. Petitions for scholarships directed to the 
president could simply be forwarded to the SEP: for example, in 1931 President Pascual Ortiz 
Rubio remitted a petition to the Secretary of Education “with no recommendation” because “it 
                                                 
88 “Las becas constituyen una obligación ineludible para los estudiantes que las disfruten, de cumplir sus 
deberes escolares, asistiendo con regularidad y puntualidad a sus clases, guardando en ellas la 
corrección y compostura que distinguen a las personas educadas, y dentro y fuera del Establecimiento de 
que sean alumnos, los principios de moralidad que norman la vida en las sociedades cultas” 
89 “Proyecto de reglamento para conceder becas a estudiantes universitarios,” December 3, 1929. 
AHUNAM, Universidad Nacional, box 197, folder 1115. 
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was a matter for his competence.”90 But during this decade, it also appears that the president had 
the ability to award or deny scholarships when he wanted to. Some petitions for scholarships 
received by the president were rejected outright, and the President’s office informed petitioners 
of the news with the invariable explanation of budget limitations and sometimes with the 
promise that the case might be reconsidered by the SEP at a later date.91 President Cárdenas, for 
his part, seems to have used his prerogative to award a number of scholarships during his time in 
office. One student wrote to the rector of the UNAM in 1937 indicating that President Cárdenas, 
who had verbally promised him a scholarship to study anthropology in the United States and told 
him to contact the rector about this matter, only to learn from the rector that the university had no 
budget for this.92 During Cárdenas’ final months in office, he awarded pensions to the siblings 
Rafael and Hilda Espinosa Soto to study at the University of California, Berkeley and a private 
secondary school in the San Francisco Bay Area. Their scholarships were to be administered 
through the SEP, which in turn asked the San Francisco consul to regularly send reports of the 
students’ grades.93  
While few students received grants directly from the president, many students still sought 
scholarships from Cárdenas, even when they had been denied by other institutions.94 When José 
                                                 
90 Pascual Ortiz Rubio, June 18, 1931. AGN, Presidentes, Ortiz Rubio, folder 104. 
91 For a late example of a rejection directly from the president’s office, see Oficial Mayor de la 
Presidencia Lic. Godofredo F. Beltrán to Rafael Zendejas Camargo, December 9, 1938. AGN, 
Presidentes, Lázaro Cárdenas, 534.1/272. 
92 See letters between Víctor Manuel Gómez and Luis Chico Goerne, Rector of the UNAM in AHUNAM, 
Fondo Universidad Nacional, Rectoría, box 40, folder 468. For a similar case of a verbal promise for a 
scholarship, see Coronel Ignacio M. Beteta to Agustín Leñero, September 25, 1939. AGN, Presidentes, 
Cárdenas, 534.1/1015. 
93 Arnulfo Pérez, Oficial Mayor de la SEP to Secretario de Relaciones Exteriores, April 13, 1940. Archivo 
Histórico Genaro Estrada (AHGE), III-237-9. 
94 An employee of the Secretaría de Asistencia Pública who had won a scholarship to study social work at 
the University of Cleveland in 1939, wrote to Cárdenas when she learned that the award had been 
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H. Martínez received a formulaic rejection from the SEP to his request for funding to take a 
summer course in English at the University of Texas in 1940, he persisted and wrote again to 
President Cárdenas and reiterated his petition with a claim for paternalist protection: “You are 
the only human being who understands humble, defenseless youth who desire to learn more, no 
other person or [government] agency will take my plea into account if it is not you personally.” 
Despite the SEP’s denial, he now asked Cárdenas for a railroad pass, authorization for his 
passport, and “a small aid in cash that will be very useful to me in my attempt to go study 
through my own efforts.”9596 Individuals turned to the president when lower level officials had 
disappointed them, invoking his authority to right wrongs committed by the agencies beneath 
him. As Martínez’ language of supplication suggests, students believed that proper sponsors 
were not institutions or their representatives, so they sought out paternal figures who could 
advance the interests of their dependents. 
Beyond Merit: Student Strategies of Demonstrating Nationalism and Economic Need 
Between 1900 and 1940, students accurately perceived that for officials, merit was 
determined jointly by objective measures and recommendations whose weight was determined 
by the recommenders’ social influence. However, students rarely made their cases based upon 
merit alone. Students perpetuated the paternalist logic of scholarship while introducing other 
selection criteria to legitimate claims for state resources from their would-be sponsors. Young 
                                                 
cancelled with no explanation. See “Extracto,” Secretaría Particular de la Presidencia, April 13, 1939. 
AGN, Presidentes, Cárdenas, 534.1/272. 
95 “Usted es el único ser humano que comprende a la juventud humilde y desamparada que desea 
aprender más, ninguna otra persona o dependencia tomará en cuenta mi súplica a no ser usted 
personalmente” 
96 José H. Martínez to Lázaro Cárdenas, October 15, 1940. AGN, Presidentes, Cárdenas, 534.1/272. 
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Mexicans aimed to convince their protectors of their worthiness by demonstrating that they had a 
justifiable economic need, or that they were unusually committed to the Mexican nation. 
Students did not suggest that the discretionary reckoning of merit was undesirable, nor did they 
propose institutionalizing and systematizing the process. However, they did insist that this 
reckoning should be fair, and they offered their own vision for what fairness constituted that 
went beyond merit. 
In 1911, after serving as the military doctor for Francisco I. Madero’s forces during the 
earliest revolutionary insurrection, Salvador Ramos—still a medical student at the time of his 
service—wrote to Madero asking for a scholarship to study medicine in the United States. 
Ramos reminded the president that he already knew him as the man who had spent his own 
money purchasing necessary equipment for the campaign and tended to all the revolution’s 
wounded. After Madero’s triumph, Ramos had not sought compensation for his expenses and 
professional labor since he “felt satisfied with my work, having fulfilled my sacred duty as a 
Mexican.” Still, he now wished to earn his medical degree and stated his preference to study in 
the United States claiming that this would be faster and easier than in Mexico. Ramos offered to 
send military and personal recommendations if the president requested them, knowing that this 
could prove his merit. Finally, he signed off expressing his trust in the president’s “reciprocity 
for my services.”97 Ramos reminded President Madero that in offering his medical skills to the 
insurrection, he had risked his life and behaved honorably.98 At the same time as Ramos 
emphasized that his revolutionary contributions were worthy of a reward, he also appealed to 
                                                 
97 Salvador Ramos to Francisco I. Madero, December 29, 1911. AGN, Presidentes, Madero, folder 202, f. 
5827. 
98 Salvador Ramos to Francisco I. Madero, January 10, 1912. AGN, Presidentes, Madero, folder 202, ff. 
5828-5829. 
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Madero as a paternal figure: not only trusting in the president’s sense of “reciprocity,” Ramos 
also put faith in his “protection.”99 He noted that in light of Madero’s “fondness for student 
youth” and his “benevolence,” he expected to receive the President’s “personal help.”100 Ramos 
combined claims based on revolutionary service and merit into the paternalist framework in 
order to make his case.101 
During the 1920s, it was common for students to express a personal devotion to the 
Mexican nation using the most patriotic turns of phrase they could devise. Óscar Aros, Calles’ 
long-time protégé, described himself “a humble son of Mexico” who made great sacrifices “for 
the benefit of the Patria.” Students regularly intertwined their devotion to their country with their 
dedication to their benefactors. As the same Aros wrote in 1921, “I owe everything to you my 
protector, and what I am and may become will always be invariable in the service of my 
Patria.”102 These flourishes accompanied more practical requests, which almost always had to do 
with students expressing the need for more money. 
Between 1903 and 1930, the stipends granted to Mexican students ranged from $30 to 
$300 per month, though most students had stipends between $60 and $150.103 In nearly all cases, 
Mexican students during this era insisted that the sums granted to them were insufficient and 
                                                 
99 Salvador Ramos to Francisco I. Madero, December 29, 1911. AGN, Presidentes, Madero, folder 202, f. 
5827. 
100 Salvador Ramos to Francisco I. Madero, January 10, 1912. AGN, Presidentes, Madero, folder 202, ff. 
5828-5829. 
101 For a similar case, see Guillermo Fuentes D. to Francisco I. Madero, February 18, 1912. AGN, 
Presidentes, Madero, folder 65, ff. 1977-1978. 
102 Óscar V. Aros to Plutarco Elías Calles, June 6, 1921. FAPECFT, APEC, file 127, inventory 353, ff. 4-
5. 
103 Pension amounts for the year 1927 for students sponsored by the Universidad Nacional are found in in 
AHUNAM, Universidad Nacional, Departamento de Administración, box 54, folder 1778, ff. 19821-
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constantly asked their sponsors for more money.104 A 1916 guidebook for Latin American 
students on studying in the United States estimated that the minimum monthly cost of living 
would be about $25 in rural areas and $50 in large cities. With this budget, approximately equal 
to the amount of many stipends, students would be able to pay for dormitory housing and meals 
in the cafeteria, or they could seek room and board with a “respectable family.”105 However, 
tuition expenses strained the budgets of students with government scholarships.106 In the same 
guidebook, the authors explained to readers that the cost of attending college in the United States 
varied greatly, ranging from $40 to $500 per year.107  
Ignacio Herrerías’ scholarship was $150 per month, and he sent his sponsor a list of how 
he had spent his stipend in the month of November 1922 to show that he lived “very modestly” 
in New York City. According to his accounting, nearly all of his monthly allowance went to 
room and board, and the rest covered tramway fare, laundry, and books for school, with only 71 
cents left over. As Herrerías explained, the remainder was “not even enough to go to a theater,” 
                                                 
104 By 1930, the mismatch between students’ perception of the cost of living and the amount of current 
stipends was so notable that one student, Samuel Martínez, never actually received his assigned monthly 
pension of $60 because he delayed his travel to the United States in order to secure an increase from SEP 
officials, and the pension was cancelled during this time. Martínez had studied previously in the United 
States without a scholarship, and he knew that $60 would be insufficient to cover his expenses. See 
Samuel Martínez to José Manuel Puig Casauranc, Secretary of Education, December 26, 1930. AGN, 
SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 31616, folder “Samuel Martínez.” 
105 Pan-American Union, El sistema universitario estadounidense y los estudiantes latinoamericanos 
(Washington, D.C.: Pan-American Union, 1916), 39. 
106 For example, Ernestina Medina Alvarado, a young teacher taking classes at Columbia (probably in 
Teachers College), reported in 1920 that her two-thirds of her monthly stipend of $50 went to paying her 
tuition; she requested an increase to be able to dedicate herself to her studies in a city where life was 
“very expensive.” See Ernestina Medina Alvarado to José Vasconcelos, Rector of the National 
University, September 28, 1920. AGN, SIPBA, box 296, folder 45. 
107 All prices are in U.S. dollars unless otherwise noted. Pan-American Union, El sistema universitario 
estadounidense y los estudiantes latinoamericanos, 35, 37. 
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and it was certainly insufficient to pay for tuition or additional clothing.108 Of course, students’ 
perceptions of essential expenses were shaped by their expectations of the kinds of leisure and 
consumption that were befitting for members of their social class. Previously, Herrerías 
requested money so that he could take a vacation, “as everyone in New York does,” because his 
apartment was stuffy and dark and he needed “some fresh air.”109 When autumn arrived, 
Herrerías still felt deprived: “You know well that one has commitments with friends, and to 
fulfill them one needs to have a little extra. Well, many times I deny myself [outings] with 
friends because I don’t like to go out at their expense. Also, here in New York one has certain 
obligations that it is very embarrassing to leave unattended. You understand, don’t you?”110111 
Assuming that these needs, defined in terms of the social expectations for a student, were 
understandable to his sponsor, Herrerías did not even bother to enumerate what these obligations 
were. Herrerías even had the kind of familiarity with his protector to bluntly ask for a “presentito 
de Christmas.”112 
While the amounts of Mexican government scholarships may well have been adequate 
for regular expenses like room and board, there was little margin to cover larger, irregular 
expenses like semester tuition payments, the purchase of winter coats, travel, or other unexpected 
                                                 
108 Ignacio Herrerías to Plutarco Elías Calles, December 1922. FAPECFT, APEC, file 149, inventory 
2785, bundle 2, ff. 74-75. 
109 Ignacio Herrerías to Plutarco Elías Calles, July 7, 1921. FAPECFT, APEC, file 149, inventory 2785, 
bundle 1, f. 23. 
110 “Usted bien sabe que uno tiene compromisos con amigos y para guardarlos se necesita contar con 
algo extra. Pues bien, muchas veces me privo de mis amigos porque no me gusta ir a pasear a expensa de 
ellos. Además, aquí en Nueva York uno tiene ciertas obligaciones que es muy penoso dejar 
desapercibidas. Usted comprende, no?” 
111 Ignacio Herrerías to Soledad Gález, September 8, 1921. FAPECFT, APEC, file 149, inventory 2785, 
bundle 1, f. 32. 
112 Ignacio Herrerías to Plutarco Elías Calles, December 1, 1921. FAPECFT, APEC, file 149, inventory 
2785, bundle 1, f. 38. 
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costs like emergency medical and dental treatment.113 For students, unexpected expenses or 
stipend cancellations constituted a crisis, and they usually sought resolution from their 
sponsors.114 In 1921, Óscar Aros claimed that he would have been forced to “resort to Public 
Assistance” had relatives not helped him when his scholarship payments stopped.115 The same 
year, student Gabino Palma explained that he had not received his pension for seven of the 18 
months that he had spent in New York.116 He had gone without funding during an unusually cold 
winter and during a protracted illness that left him “writhing in bed” and unable to study. Though 
not all students were as expressive as Palma, who particularly complained that his stipend had 
been cancelled without a modicum of courtesy just before final exams, causing him distress and 
ruining his summer plans, surely he was not the only one to suffer great anxiety in moments 
when stipends were not paid as expected.117 Francisco Romandía, who studied engineering at 
Cornell University, wrote to Calles after his $120 monthly scholarship from the SEP was stopped 
in 1923. For months, Romandía had continued to study while he worked “outside the university 
                                                 
113 Students asked for money specifically to buy winter outerwear because they did not already own 
appropriate coats and found the cold in the United States to be particularly harsh. E.g., Gabino Palma to 
José Vasconcelos, June 2, 1921. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, box 31642, folder “Gabino 
Palma-Daniel Arellano.” 
114 Carlos Pérez Guerra, studying engineering at Stanford University with a scholarship from the SEP, 
saw his scholarship accidentally canceled in 1924 when he returned home for summer vacation with a full 
year of studies left to complete his degree, but fortunately for him, he was able to resolve the error 
quickly and resumed his coursework that fall. See AGN, SEP, Pensiones, Box 31616, Folder “Carlos E. 
Pérez Guerra.” 
115 Óscar V. Aros to Plutarco Elías Calles, June 6, 1921. FAPECFT, APEC, folder 127, inventory 353, f. 
5. 
116 Gabino Palma to José Vasconcelos, June 2, 1921. AGN, Fondo SEP, Sección Departamento 
Administrativo, Serie Pensiones, box 31642, folder “Gabino Palma-Daniel Arellano.” 
117 Gabino Palma to Manuel Padrés, Subsecretario de Hacienda y Crédito Público del Gobierno de 
México, 4 June 1921. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, Pensiones, Box 31642, Folder “Gabino 
Palma-Daniel Arellano.” 
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for several hours each day,” but in the nine months since his stipend had been cancelled, he had 
incurred $597 in debt, owing money both to Cornell and to the owner of a local restaurant.118  
Of course, all of these problems were faced only by students fortunate enough to have a 
scholarship. For those who did not and were not financed by wealthy families, work was another 
way to sustain themselves during their education abroad. Some observers saw the combination of 
paid work and higher education as salutary. In 1905, the Mexican student Eduardo Torres, an 
engineering student at Northwestern University, wrote to his government expressing surprise that 
in the United States, “the poor student earns not just enough for subsistence, but rather enough to 
cover all the costs associated with his education” working in menial jobs: “the student serves 
tables in private homes and restaurants, washes dishes, tends cows, disposes of garbage, etc.; 
doing everything that in Mexico would bring embarrassment, cause shame, and humiliate the 
society youth who tried to [perform these jobs].”119 Torres approved of the possibility of 
combining work and study, and he encouraged other young Mexicans to pursue this opportunity 
in the United States.120  
Surely some students did. By 1925, Samuel Guy Inman, a prominent U.S. missionary 
who had worked in Latin America and would later shape the Good Neighbor Policy, claimed that 
Latin American students in the United States no longer hailed exclusively from elite families; the 
group now included members of the “middle class and even the comparatively poor” because 
                                                 
118 Francisco Romandía to Plutarco Elías Calles, August 7, 1924. FAPECFT, APEC, file 5, inventory 
5065, bundle 1, ff. 4-5. 
119 “Una de las cosas que llaman la atención a todo extranjero es la facilidad con que el estudiante pobre 
gana no solamente su subsistencia, sino todo lo suficiente para cubrir los gastos que su educación 
origina. El estudiante sirve las mesas en las casas particulares y restaurantes, lava platos, barre calles, 
cuida vacas, tira basura, etc.; hace todo aquello que en México daría pena hacerlo, causaría vergüenza y 
se creería humillado el joven de sociedad que intentara hacerlo” 
120 Quoted in Bazant, “Estudiantes mexicanos en el extranjero,” 747. 
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“the possibilities of self-support are becoming well known.” Inman suggested that these “self-
supporting students” behaved quite differently than their wealthier peers from Latin America 
who did “not usually care to study and […] [wasted] their money in riotous living.” However, it 
is not clear to what extent Inman’s claims were true or if they applied equally to all Latin 
American national groups.121  
White collar positions for which their cross-cultural experience made them particularly 
qualified, such as serving as a Spanish instructor or working at local Mexican consulates, proved 
comparatively attractive for Mexican students. A 1916 guide for Latin American students 
mentioned the possibility of offering private Spanish lessons as a way for students to earn 
money.122 When Salvador Ramos asked for support for his medical studies in the United States 
in 1912, as an alternative to a pension he requested “some work or a commission” based in the 
United States.123 Zenaida de la Torre, a student of piano, first went to Chicago in 1919 as an 
escribiente auxiliar (auxiliary clerk) at the Mexican consulate, and in 1920 she received a 
pension to be able to fully dedicate her time to piano studies.124 In 1939, a student requested a 
job at the consulate or embassy instead of a scholarship when writing to Cárdenas.125  
While some Mexican students chose to combine their studies with work, young men and 
women seeking scholarships consistently argued that as students, they should not work. Surely 
some studious youth felt strongly about complete dedication to their coursework: for example, in 
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The Foreign Student in America, 118. 
122 Pan-American Union, El sistema universitario estadounidense y los estudiantes latinoamericanos, 39. 
123 Salvador Ramos to Francisco I. Madero, January 10, 1912. AGN, Presidentes, Madero, folder 202, f. 
5828. 
124 Zenaida de la Torre to José Vasconcelos, Rector of the National University, December 15, 1920. AGN, 
SIPBA, box 185, file 29. 
125 Daniel C. Manjarrez to Lázaro Cárdenas, April 19, 1939. AGN, Presidentes, Cárdenas, 534.1/272. 
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1917, Francisco Vela, studying medicine at Harvard, wrote to the Minister of Public Instruction 
asking him to request from Carranza an increase in his scholarship; without this increase, he 
explained, he would find himself “with the necessity of working to cover my expenses, and 
while I am not opposed to this, I do oppose wasting the time that my studies deserve.”126 As late 
as 1938, a Mexican student already studying at the University of Chicago argued that his part-
time work “naturally prevents my studies from being as intense as would be desired,” and he 
wished to “dedicate [himself] only and exclusively to [his] studies.”127128  
But more than adequate time to study was at stake: students were concerned that taking 
menial jobs would threaten their social status. In a dramatic case related in a 1921 petition, nine 
Mexican students traveled to Detroit to study mechanics in the factories of the Ford Motor 
Company, only to be treated as “simple workers” and then left without jobs and no opportunity 
to study. Emboldened by the press accounts of Will A. Peairs’ scholarship initiative to bring 
Mexican students to the United States (discussed in the previous chapter), the young men asked 
to be assigned these scholarships. They described their hardships as students who had been 
reduced to the status of impoverished, lowly workers, neglected by everyone who could have 
helped them, including the Mexican government.129 Gabino Palma, studying in New York in 
1921, expressed the horror of losing the privileged role of a student: 
I came [to New York] among blacks and Chinese in the ballast of the steamship 
Esperanza […] despite my having been sent by the Mexican federal government. I have 
                                                 
126 Francisco Vela González to Ing. Félix Palavicini, Minister of Instrucción Pública y Bellas Artes, 
August 11, 1916. AGN, SIPBA, box 294, folder 11. 
127 “Esto, naturalmente, no permite que mis estudios sean tan intensos como hubiera de 
desearse…dedicarme única y exclusivamente a mis estudios” 
128 Filiberto Gómez González to the Secretary of Education, December 23, 1939, in AGN, Presidentes, 
Cárdenas, 534.1/1059. 
129 Miguel H. Bonilla et al. to President Álvaro Obregón, January 13, 1921. AGN, SEP, Departamento 
Administrativo, Box 31642, Folder “Miguel H. Bonilla…” 
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had to prepare my own food at home, and to wash and iron my own clothing to be able to 
pay for my studies, sacrificing ALL kinds of social enjoyment, including events at the 
colleges which I so needed for cultural orientation, because I could not cover my 
expenses. I have had to work in hotels and factories, and I have had to hear crudest 
phrases uttered to me in my life, just to earn a dollar to support myself.130 
For Palma, the indignity of performing low status work in “hotels and factories” was just one 
more piece of evidence of his inappropriately impoverished state, along with the gendered 
domestic chores he had to do for himself, his proximity to racially subordinated groups, and his 
inability to participate in the social life of students in New York City. In the same letter, he 
likened his circumstances to the desperate conditions faced by Mexican migrants in the United 
States at the time, implying (as he did in the quote above) that as a student and representative of 
the Mexican government, it was scandalous for him to have plunged into the situation of a 
common laborer. It was important not to be confused with his fellow Mexicans who were not 
students; students made up only a tiny fraction of the Mexican immigrant population in the 
United States during this era.131 
In a few cases, students stated explicitly that they did not wish to live in circumstances 
similar to those of Mexican labor migrants in the United States or even to be associated with 
their lower-class compatriots. In 1911, when engineering student Ricardo Monges had his 
pension unexpectedly reduced, he argued that the new stipend amount of $50 monthly was less 
than what any U.S. worker would accept for his labor, and only “blacks, Indians, and Mexican 
emigrants” who led a “semi-civilized life” would work for less. For a “Mexican scholarship 
                                                 
130 Gabino Palma to José Vasconcelos, June 2, 1921. AGN, SEP, Departamento Administrativo, 
Pensiones, box 31642, folder “Gabino Palma-Daniel Arellano.” 
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recipient,” he claimed, it would be “indecorous” to live under these circumstances.132 Monges 
was so concerned about living this way that he suggested reducing the time of his study abroad 
as long as he could receive his full pension. Though students could become the targets of anti-
Mexican violence, this kind of racism was far less common and far more socially censurable than 
that directed against the majority of Mexican migrants in the United States, as discussed in the 
previous chapter. 
Students’ claims of need derived from their expectation that they deserved to live a 
comfortable lifestyle, and they compared their conditions with those of other Mexican students. 
But stipend amounts varied significantly, and when students became aware of disparities, they 
quickly alerted state officials that they had identified an injustice and expected rectification.133 
Gabino Palma was enraged to learn that other Mexican students were receiving a pension five 
times greater than his own and denounced these “unequal conditions.” He was particularly irked 
that young men who received these more generous pensions were not students like himself with 
little spare time and heavy tuition expenses but recent graduates who had “been in this country 
for years and even married ladies of this nation.”134 In the 1930s, one student made a similar 
argument about parity not with other Mexican scholarship recipients but with students from other 
Latin American countries. Adalberto Muñúzuri, studying in Los Angeles in 1934, pointed out 
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that “Argentine, Colombian, Cuban, and Venezuelan students sent by their respective 
governments” enjoyed positions at their consulates that paid $60 monthly, and he hoped for such 
a position at the local Mexican diplomatic outpost. Having been “sent as a representative of 
Mexico’s student youth,” he reasoned that it was only “just that I should be protected in some 
way, [and given] the economic help I urgently need.” He insisted again that he believed it neither 
“fair nor reasonable” to be left without “the job I request, or some other form of protection.”135 
Students like Muñúzuri hinted that “fair” and “reasonable” officials would never allow for 
continued inequality, whether among Mexican students or different national groups. 
Another type of request had to do with help finding employment upon their return to 
Mexico. Students often noted that their studies would benefit the nation because they expected to 
work for the Mexican government, and many indicated that they were willing to take any 
position that officials might assign them.136 In 1926, petitioner Prudencio Algravez argued that 
this willingness to “work in any place where the Supreme Government orders me” would 
“compensate in some way the benefit and help” that a government scholarship entailed.137 Of 
course, this promise of future service could benefit students, too, who were often in need of a job 
when they completed their studies and often looked to their scholarship sponsors for help. 
Alfredo Baños, Jr. hoped for a job at the Escuela Nacional de Ingenieros when he finished his 
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degree at Johns Hopkins University, but when none materialized, he wrote to his benefactor, his 
uncle Fernando Torreblanca, President Calles’ personal secretary, explaining that U.S. 
engineering firms had offered him positions on the condition that he naturalize as a U.S. citizen, 
which he wanted “to avoid at all costs.”138 Baños had already expressed his indebtedness to 
Mexico and probably hoped to encourage his uncle to secure a position for him in his home 
country. Yet his plan badly backfired, for his uncle replied angrily, having interpreted Baños’ 
telegram as a threat to abandon his Mexican citizenship, an act that Torreblanca deemed both 
traitorous to the nation and personally offensive; he told Baños that he would no longer assist 
him in any way.139 Baños assured his uncle that he had rejected all offers that would require him 
to renounce his Mexican citizenship and reiterated that he would “take advantage of every 
opportunity I have to serve the patria.”140 Even if Mexican public institutions could not provide 
employment to former scholarship recipients, the favor these young men and women had been 
granted still obligated them to contribute to Mexico in some way if not to the current 
government. Had Baños accepted the terms of taking an engineering position in the United 
States, he would have committed a great affront to his country. Imbricated in a relationship not 
merely paternalist but quasi-paternal, Torreblanca pushed his nephew into line by exerting the 
force of nationalism. 
By the 1930s, students regularly intertwined descriptions of their efforts on behalf of the 
nation with references to poverty. In the materials they sent to support their petitions, they 
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endeavored to demonstrate what one student called “the nationalist tendency that all we 
Mexicans should pursue in all our activities.”141142 In 1931, after making an application to study 
violin in Chicago with impressive recommendations (one letter was written by Diego Rivera and 
Frida Kahlo) attesting to his unique talent, Samuel Martínez was awarded a pension.143 But 
Martínez delayed accepting the pension and lost it. When hoping to obtain a scholarship again, 
he wrote to the Secretary of Education José Manuel Puig Casauranc, but Martínez believed that 
he needed to prove something more than his skill with the violin to win back the support he had 
lost. He wrote: “I do not have resources of any kind, I have completed my studies sacrificing 
even the most indispensable things, and carried on only with faith that I would eventually make 
my small contribution to the glory of Mexico’s artistic values.”144145 His poverty, self-denial, and 
dedication to exalting his homeland in the future were all qualifications the violinist Martínez 
offered in addition to proof of his musical abilities, and other students presented similar, multi-
part rationales that positioned themselves as meritorious, needy, and patriotic.  
Still, even as references to patriotism seemed obligatory to student petitioners, they 
continued to emphasize their social capital. In one 1938 letter to president Lázaro Cárdenas, a 
student aspiring to study engineering in the United States included a paragraph that simply listed 
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his relatives working in various government posts.146 In a 1939 petition, Daniel C. Manjarrez 
explained that he was the nephew of the director of El Nacional, the official newspaper of the 
ruling party, the Partido de la Revolución Mexicana, and Manjarrez alleged that President 
Cárdenas held his uncle in high esteem. He was a close relative of a person of importance who 
could vouch for his merit. He added: “Believe me that this [petition] is not the result of 
thoughtless audacity, but rather of mature reflection and the desire to prosper, not just for my 
own benefit which would be stingy, but also, and if it is possible, for the benefit of the collective 
in which I live.”147 In this way, Manjarrez used both old and new modes to engage a paternal 
protector.148 
Conclusion 
This chapter has shown that in the context of murky administrative procedure and 
paternalist modes of scholarship granting, Mexican students used a variety of strategies, 
revolutionary and not, to make their cases before state officials. Knowing that potential sponsors 
would reckon their worthiness individually, Mexican youth presented themselves as 
multidimensional, singular beings. For students, academic merit did not exist in a vacuum. They 
asked that officials evaluate them not only as students, but members of society occupying a 
particular position within it, and as members of a nation with unique contributions to make to the 
collective. While some particularly rich sets of correspondence reveal whether petitioners’ 
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desires for a scholarship or an extra stipend were granted, it is difficult to know if a given 
argument actually convinced the official involved. What is significant, though, is that young 
Mexicans believed in the efficacy of the narrative strategies they employed. Their narratives 
reveal how they saw themselves and how they wished for the state to see them. 
Paternalism encouraged students to pursue their goals by advancing an image of 
themselves as uniquely ideal protégés, both meritorious and subservient. The favor of a 
scholarship was not bestowed upon independent adults or established professionals, but upon the 
young, promising, and compliant student. These ways of proving worthiness made it unlikely for 
students to undertake any kind of horizontal, collective action to gain access to scholarships or to 
conceive of scholarships as a right or entitlement. The many students whose petitions were 
denied would have seen no reason to organize and collectively lobby for different scholarship 
policy because their rejection was, of course, a personalized negation of their particular worth. 
However, working within the parameters of favor and dependency, students contested the terms 
of selection and offered officials the information about themselves students believed should 
guide the determination of worthiness. 
One question raised by students in the first decades of the twentieth century would 
remain pertinent and polemical: what was the appropriate scholarship amount for a young 
Mexican abroad? As to whether students’ economic need qualified them for state support, 
scholarship-granting institutions would essentially answer “no.” But a claim made by many 
aspiring student migrants in this era would become powerful in the following decades. This was 
the idea that studying abroad was a patriotic act that yielded benefits both to the individual and to 
the Mexican nation, which would benefit from the knowledge imported by students from global 
centers of learning.
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Chapter 3: Molding Mexico’s Future through Scholarship Programs, 1940-1965 
During the Second World War, the Rockefeller Foundation undertook an ambitious 
project designed to end hunger in Mexico by modernizing the country’s agricultural production. 
The Foundation sought not only to increase yields of staple crops but also to build up a cadre of 
Mexican scientists to carry out agricultural research. This work became a prominent part of the 
Foundation’s international philanthropy, serving as a model for what could be done in other 
countries, and J. George Harrar, the U.S. plant pathologist who directed this effort from 1943 to 
1951, later rose through the ranks of the Rockefeller Foundation to become its president. In 
1963, Harrar reflected on his time in the Mexican program, and he found similarities between the 
work of boosting agricultural production and efforts to train agricultural scientists in Mexico.  
As we were seeking and testing seeds and methods, we were seeking and testing young 
Mexicans. Our problem basically was to cultivate personnel and crops at the same time. 
We brought in young men from the agricultural schools to work during vacation periods. 
From these we selected the best to join our office for more systematic training, and from 
this group we chose others to receive fellowships and scholarships for study abroad. 
Always we saw to it that there were jobs waiting for them upon their return to Mexico.1 
Though Harrar may have originated the comparison of the careful selection of becarios to 
seed breeding, Mexicans and U.S. Americans had long argued that great care had to be taken in 
choosing international scholarship recipients. Indeed, as early as 1921, there were public 
discussions of this question: that year, young Mexican student Gabino Palma wrote in El 
Universal that scholarships should go only to the “lo más granado de la República” – Mexico’s 
                                                 
1 J. George Harrar and Rockefeller Foundation, Strategy for the Conquest of Hunger; Selected Papers of 
J. George Harrar, President, The Rockefeller Foundation. (New York: Rockefeller Foundation, 1963), 
111. 
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“cream of the crop.” The word granado means “notable” or “select” but also has agricultural 
connotations, making the idiom especially apt.2 But as we saw in the previous chapter, 
scholarship granting in the 1920s and 1930s lacked anything resembling a seed breeder’s rigor: 
becarios were chosen in an opaque, personal fashion that rewarded vaguely defined merit and 
social connections, and scholarships were offered without any overarching rationale for the 
expenditure of public resources. 
 By the time Harrar wrote of “selecting and testing young Mexicans” in 1963, Mexican- 
and U.S.-based scholarship-granting institutions did not have entirely transparent or impartial 
methods for choosing becarios. Still, as this chapter will show, the major scholarship programs 
of the mid-twentieth century innovated new structures and principles of selection to guide them 
in choosing recipients, and this marked a dramatic departure from earlier paternalistic practices 
that privileged youth based on evidence of their already-existing academic excellence and social 
capital. As Harrar noted in the quote above, selection committees cared about what becarios 
would do when they returned to Mexico: would they have suitable jobs in the fields where their 
expertise was most urgently required? Scholarship programs, unlike in previous decades, now 
had explicit purposes, and selection had to find not just the generically meritorious but those who 
could reliably advance institutional goals through their subsequent careers. The aim, above all, 
was to ensure that the people chosen would go on to play the role in Mexico’s future that each 
scholarship program desired. 
New selection processes created a group of young men and women whose social 
backgrounds and institutional connections reflected the current landscape of higher education in 
Mexico. With more systematic procedures for selection in place and greater resources to spend 
                                                 
2 Gabino A. Palma, “Los estudiantes mexicanos en el extranjero,” El Universal, April 22, 1921, p. 14. 
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on education abroad, it was possible to expand the number of scholarships granted after 1940. 
However, expansion did not mean democratization or a meaningful increase in the ability of 
working-class youth to aspire to study abroad. This chapter argues that the midcentury impetus 
to modernize scholarship granting as a way to modernize the nation favored an already-
privileged sector of young Mexicans, university graduates. 
To an extent, though, a growing system of higher education meant that this sector was 
becoming less elite than in the past. In part this expansion responded to increased demand: in 
1930, there were about 3 million Mexicans ages 20-29, and by 1960, this age group had nearly 
doubled to reach 5.4 million and continued its rapid growth over the following decade.3 The 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) rapidly grew its student body and physical 
campus during this period.4 And new public and private institutions were founded during this 
era, including the Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León (1933), the Instituto Politécnico 
Nacional (1937), the Colegio de México (1940), the Instituto Tecnológico de Monterrey (1943), 
the Universidad Iberoamericana (1943), and the Instituto Tecnológico de México (1946). The 
first university would become an important public institution outside the capital. The Politécnico 
was explicitly created to serve the children of campesinos and workers, while the private 
universities offered alternatives to the country’s predominant institution, the UNAM. 
While not all, or even most, of the registered students at universities would complete their 
programs, those who did were increasing in number. The average number of degrees granted in 
Mexico each year, just under 1,000 during the Cárdenas sexenio, had doubled by the time of the 
Alemán administration (1946-1952). By the Díaz Ordaz years (1964-1970), over 8,000 new 
                                                 
3 Data from the Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática, 1930, 1960, and 1970 
censuses. 
4 Pensado, Rebel Mexico, 29–32. 
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degrees were awarded each year.5 Not only were more Mexicans pursuing and completing higher 
education at home, the country’s university-educated population was growing proportionally, 
too: the number of degrees awarded per one million inhabitants rose from 53 in 1940 to 156 in 
1965.6 All this meant a larger pool of potential applicants for international scholarships. 
The modernizing logic underlying midcentury scholarship programs shifted selection 
procedures toward institution-building. From the 1940s to the early 1960s, scholarship programs 
prioritized scholarships for those who were already well integrated into Mexican institutions 
through their studies and work because they were seen as the people most likely to achieve 
certain future outcomes. Midcentury selection processes were to some degree arbitrary and 
always partial, but these aspects were not tacit as they had been before 1940: now, scholarship 
programs rationalized their use of subjective evaluation as just another tool to help pick the right 
young Mexicans. What had changed was the relative importance of candidates’ personal 
connections, once crucial for winning a scholarship. By the Second World War and postwar 
years, students could still benefit from powerful recommenders, but in this era the main 
requirement was a robust affiliation with a Mexican institution. 
This chapter examines three institutions that were intimately connected to Mexico’s rapid 
modernization and its rapprochement with the United States. The middle of the twentieth century 
was a time of great optimism, at least among political elites, that a brighter future awaited 
Mexico, which was poised to become a developed, stable country. During the 1940s and 1950s, 
the Mexican GDP grew at a remarkable average of 6.4 per cent per year; national industry 
                                                 
5 David E. Lorey, The Rise of the Professions in Twentieth-Century Mexico: University Graduates and 
Occupational Change since 1929 (Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1992), 19. 
6 Lorey, 102. 
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developed and in some sectors, dependence on imported goods decreased.7 After Mexico elected 
a moderate president in 1940, Manuel Ávila Camacho, the government moved decisively away 
from the left-leaning policies of previous president to take an anti-communist, Catholic-friendly, 
and pro-business position.8 The institutions examined here brought together U.S.-educated 
Mexicans and U.S. citizens who believed that Mexico’s future would require skilled 
professionals and technical experts versed in knowledge only available abroad, especially in the 
United States. State officials in Mexico and the United States also insisted that a sunnier era of 
bilateral relations, without the tensions of earlier decades, was already underway. Emphasizing 
national unity within his country, Ávila Camacho pursued greater economic and military 
cooperation with the United States. This climate meant that international scholarship programs 
for Mexican students, once controversial and hard to justify in Mexico and attractive mainly to 
elite progressives in the United States, now made sense as a tool to support Mexico’s 
modernizing projects and to perfect the relationship between these two neighboring countries.  
By 1955, even a figure as nationalist as former president Lázaro Cárdenas, who had 
privately provided scholarships for Mexicans in the United States but made no official 
statements in support of such programs during his term in office, now publicly spoke in favor of 
student exchange. “The wish to learn has no frontiers, nor is the desire for truth and justice 
limited in time and space,” he reportedly told a student activist concerned about excessive 
foreign influence in Mexico as a result of so many young Mexicans training abroad. Cárdenas 
claimed that Mexico’s national interest was served best by taking full advantage of “the 
                                                 
7 Peter H. Smith, “Mexico since 1946: Dynamics of an Authoritarian Regime,” in Mexico since 
Independence, ed. Leslie Bethell (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 324–25. 
8 For an overview of the Ávila Camacho presidency (1940-1946), see Alan Knight, “The Rise and Fall of 
Cardenismo, c. 1930- c. 1946,” in Mexico since Independence, ed. Leslie Bethell (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 296–320. 
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investigation, knowledge, and experience of modern technique, whatever country it may be 
coming from.”9 The more pro-U.S., less radical Mexicans in office at midcentury offered even 
more definitive support for programs that would send Mexicans abroad to receive the most 
advanced education available, especially in areas seen as critical for development like agriculture 
and industry. Some, like Ramón Beteta, Secretary of Finance and University of Texas alumnus, 
even echoed the U.S. idea that student exchange fostered friendlier relations between the two 
countries.10 The scholarship institutions of this era fed upon and nourished these ideas about the 
importance of study abroad for national development. 
Selection processes during this era yielded hundreds of becarios who would study abroad, 
predominantly in the United States. Though it is not possible to make precise counts of 
scholarship-supported Mexican students abroad, there is no question that more students received 
scholarships in the period 1940-1965 than during the previous 25 years. The chapter looks at 
three major scholarship programs – the largest and most important ones – to explore the selection 
practices of this era. The first institution is the Mexican Agricultural Program (discussed above) 
that was part of Rockefeller Foundation (RF), an internationally-active, U.S.-based philanthropic 
organization. Their agricultural program granted about 250 scholarships for agricultural 
scientists between 1943 and 1963.11 The second scholarship program was part of the Instituto 
Mexicano-Norteamericano de Relaciones Culturales, known informally in English as the 
Cultural Institute. This was a private organization founded in 1942 with U.S. government 
                                                 
9 “Person to Person,” Mexico This Month, vol. 1, May 1955, pp. 5-6. The student query that prompted the 
comment was from Salvador Gámiz Fernández, president of the Federación Nacional de Estudiantes 
Técnicos. The article was probably authored by Anita Brenner. 
10 H. Hernández Tirado, “Estrecha amistad entre México y Estados Unidos,” El Nacional, January 31, 
1947. BLT, AE, “Beteta, Ramón,” N04132. 
11 E. C. Stakman, Richard Bradfield, and Paul C. Mangelsdorf, Campaigns against Hunger (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press, 1967), 10. 
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financing and binational leadership. Though it did not fund its own scholarships, the Cultural 
Institute’s Scholarship Selection Committee received applications and did most of the work of 
selection for several U.S. scholarship programs, most importantly those funded by the U.S. 
Department of State which sent students specializing in a wide variety of fields to U.S. colleges. 
I estimate that 200-300 Mexicans were selected by this institution received scholarships to study 
abroad in the 1940s and 1950s. The third scholarship program was run by the Banco de México, 
Mexico’s central bank. It sponsored young Mexicans studying disciplines that the bank deemed 
highly important for the development of Mexican industry and agriculture. Through a branch 
dedicated to industrial research, the Banco de México awarded its first scholarships in 1944 and 
expanded the program over coming decades, sponsoring over 600 becarios during the period 
1944-1960.12 
Though these programs had important differences, taken together they reveal the logic 
and politics of scholarship granting during this era. Their compatibility was complete enough 
that it was relatively common for the becarios of one program to win scholarships from another. 
For example, María de Lourdes de la Isla (b. 1935) studied agronomy at the Instituto 
Tecnológico de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey in the 1950s. She later attended the University 
of Minnesota with a scholarship from the Institute of International Education (meaning that she 
was chosen by the Cultural Institute) and a complementary stipend from the Banco de México. 
Though she was not a Rockefeller becaria, she worked in the RF’s Oficina de Estudios 
Especiales following her return from Minnesota.13 Examining cases like hers at close range, I am 
                                                 
12 Banco de México, Programas de becas y datos profesionales de los becarios. 
13 Interview with María de Lourdes de la Isla de Bauer, Texcoco, Estado de México, July 7, 2016. 
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able to trace how institutions, although connected to the Mexican state in different ways, together 
shaped the social profile of a new generation of foreign-trained experts. 
The chapter’s sources include published and unpublished material, and documentation 
varies significantly among the three institutions studied. The most information is available on the 
RF’s scholarship granting, and I refer to individual dossiers on becarios and published firsthand 
accounts of RF officials. While I have not found the Cultural Institute’s own archive, I have used 
correspondence with its leadership and reports on its work from the U.S. embassy staff in 
Mexico City. Another crucial source is a 1959 political science dissertation by Donald H. Scott 
that focuses on the Cultural Institute; his work is based on interviews with people involved 
(conducted in the early 1950s) and on various institutional documents unavailable to me. I have 
not gained access to the Banco de México’s institutional archive, but I have instead used 
published materials produced by the bank itself and memoirs of individuals involved. 
Scholarship Programs with a Purpose: Institutional Aims 
From 1940 to the mid-1960s, scholarships were granted as part of programs created by 
institutions with explicit goals in mind. These goals varied, but they were all ambitious, national, 
and long-term. Scholarship programs were seen as a critical tool to transform Mexico not 
overnight, but over the course of a generation. As the Rockefeller Foundation’s President Harrar 
mused, the young Mexicans chosen to study abroad were the carefully-selected seeds to be 
planted; the rich harvest, when the rewards could be reaped, would come in another season. This 
section examines how and why three distinct institutions—the Rockefeller Foundation, the U.S. 
Department of State, and the Banco de México—all launched major scholarship initiatives in the 
early 1940s. Mexicans played a role in all of these initiatives, but U.S. funding and U.S. actors 
were crucial in two of the cases. 
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The Rockefeller Foundation was created in 1913 by John D. Rockefeller, Sr. as a 
philanthropic venture, and its charter spelled out the foundation’s broad, humanitarian, and 
global ambitions: “to promote the well-being and to advance the civilization of the peoples of the 
United States and its territories and possessions and of foreign lands in the acquisition and 
dissemination of knowledge, in the prevention and relief of suffering, and in the promotion of 
any and all of the elements of human progress.”14 It was one of the earliest U.S.-based 
institutions to give scholarships to Mexicans to study in the United States. As part of its work to 
improve public health in Mexico in the 1920s and 1930s, the RF gave fellowships to Mexican 
doctors to earn Master’s degrees in public health in the United States.15 By the 1940s, the RF’s 
public health work in Mexico was on the wane because Mexico had largely institutionalized 
public health as a permanent part of the state apparatus, U.S. government funding was now 
available for public health, and since 1941, the RF’s attention in Mexico had shifted to 
agriculture.16 It is the RF’s Mexican Agricultural Program and the institutions it spawned that are 
of interest for this chapter, although the RF made smaller numbers of grants for study in the 
United States to young Mexicans in other fields during the same era.17 
                                                 
14 Raymond B. Fosdick, The Story of the Rockefeller Foundation (New York: Harper, 1952), 15. 
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The project had begun with a suggestion from U.S. Vice President Henry A. Wallace, 
who in 1941 had mentioned to the President of the RF that improving agriculture in Mexico 
would be a boon to the Mexican economy.18 Wallace had reached this conclusion after his 1940 
visit to Mexico for Manuel Ávila Camacho’s presidential inauguration, and he believed that 
modernizing supposedly archaic agricultural practices would help alleviate hunger in Mexico.19 
The RF decided to pursue this project and sent a commission of three scientists to tour Mexico 
that same year. By 1942, Mexico’s Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento (Ministry of Agriculture 
and Development) formally invited the RF to collaborate with agricultural research, and in 1943, 
the Ministry created the Oficina de Estudios Especiales (hereafter “Oficina”) as a 
“semiautonomous agency” headed by U.S. scientists who reported to the Minister of 
Agriculture.20 By 1945, the Oficina had seven U.S. scientists working full-time in Mexico.21 The 
Oficina’s research sought ways to improve crop yields in Mexican agriculture by creating new 
seed varieties and developing chemical agents for pesticides and fertilizers. As the U.S. scientists 
involved in this early phase put it, “the ultimate aim was to help Mexico toward independence in 
agricultural production, in agricultural science, and in agricultural education.”22 
The RF was a philanthropic institution, but its work advanced U.S. geopolitical goals of 
the era. During World War II, Mexican agricultural exports were critical resources for the United 
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19 Joseph Cotter, Troubled Harvest: Agronomy and Revolution in Mexico, 1880-2002 (Westport, CT: 
Praeger, 2003), 142–43. 
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21 Stakman, Bradfield, and Mangelsdorf, 42. 
22 Stakman, Bradfield, and Mangelsdorf, 33. 
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States’ home front and war effort; in the postwar, the United States hoped to stave off communist 
revolutions in the Third World by reducing poverty in the countryside by modernizing 
agriculture. Still, as Joseph Cotter has argued, the RF’s agricultural project simultaneously 
advanced U.S. strategic interests, satisfied the desires of the Ministry of Agriculture, and 
supported the ambitions of agronomists themselves. He claims that the RF did not impose the 
program on an unwilling Mexico: Mexico wanted agricultural assistance.23 Indeed, scholars of 
RF projects in Latin America have emphasized the desires and choices of local collaborators 
were also critical in determining the outcomes of RF ventures even these projects were also “an 
arm of imperial U.S. diplomacy.”24 Moreover, Mexican agronomists had their own political 
reasons to welcome the RF. They had been Cardenista emissaries of agrarian reform during the 
1930s, but after 1940 their profession came under attack; agronomists were dismissed as 
incompetent. U.S.-funded training to bolster their credentials as scientific experts was 
welcome.25 
The RF’s Mexican Agricultural Program relied upon local Mexican collaboration. The 
Oficina de Estudios Especiales was jointly funded by the Mexican Ministry of Agriculture and 
the RF: by 1950, the RF had contributed approximately $1.3 million to the Ministry’s 930,000 
pesos, a far less valuable sum, although the Mexican government had also “provided land, labor, 
office and laboratory space, funds for buildings, certain pieces of machinery, fertilizers and other 
materials, and […] commissioned technical personnel to the program.”26 The Oficina was 
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dissolved in 1961 when the Ministry of Agriculture created the Instituto Nacional de 
Investigación Agrícola, which took up the activities of the Oficina.27 The RF remained heavily 
involved in the new institute. 
From the time of the Oficina’s creation, the new agency was charged with the work of 
building up “a body of competent native research scientists and teachers who will be able 
eventually to take complete charge of the numerous activities of a technical program in 
agriculture.”28 For the practical part of their training, recent graduates of Mexico’s agricultural 
schools served as “paid apprentices or interns” for the Oficina. In the opinion of the U.S. 
scientists leading the program, this work formed a critical, previously missing component of 
their education: the chance to apply theory and foster young agronomists’ “experimental 
attitude” and practical know-how. In the first years of the Oficina’s existence, 1943-1945, around 
two dozen young Mexicans were employed; by the end of 1960, about 550 interns had 
participated in the program. The international scholarship program was a complement and 
extension of the internships: fellowships for study abroad were seen as a way to “reward” the 
“best interns.”29 As the RF continued to grant fellowships over the next two decades, the 
Ministry of Agriculture supported some of the scholars, who were employees of the ministry, 
with their base salary while they were abroad, and becarios could also seek complementary 
funding from the Banco de México.30 
In the early 1940s, as the RF and Ministry of Agriculture were preparing to formally 
collaborate through the Oficina, another Mexico-U.S. joint venture to create a new institution 
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was also getting underway. This would lead to the 1942 creation of a cultural institute, the 
Instituto México-Norteamericano de Relaciones Culturales, to be funded and supported by the 
U.S. Department of State while operated by a binational team under Mexican direction.31 The 
Cultural Institute (as English speakers called it) did not grant scholarships directly, but it 
received the applications and made recommendations of candidates for a number of U.S. 
government-funded scholarship programs. These were awarded mostly to graduate students in a 
wide variety of fields. Unlike the Oficina de Estudios Especiales, which was a formal part of a 
Mexican ministry and partially funded with Mexican resources, the Cultural Institute never won 
any official endorsement or status from the Mexican government. However, in unofficial ways, 
the state and ruling party supported its work. Many prominent state officials were members of 
the Institute, and a smaller number of men with important posts in education and other areas 
number served on the Cultural Institute’s Board of Directors. The official newspaper of the 
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) reported on the Cultural Institute’s activities and its 
scholarship offerings. The Cultural Institute was not a truly bilateral effort, but it was binational 
in terms of the individuals involved. To the extent that it obeyed the interests and objectives of 
another institution, it was the U.S. Department of State that most strongly backed and oriented 
the Cultural Institute. 
The State Department increasingly voiced its support for promoting cultural relations 
with Latin America throughout the 1930s, leading to the creation of the Division of Cultural 
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Relations in 1938 and the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs in 1941.32 
Improving Latin American impressions of the United States, and cultivating U.S. citizens’ 
awareness and sympathy for Latin American people, were the central aims of this new branch of 
the State Department; from the outset, student exchange was specifically listed as a means to 
these ends. Cultural relations usually referred to activities believed to help the citizens of two 
nations become better acquainted through the exchange of materials (books, films, art, and 
music) and people (students, teachers, scholars, and leaders). Fostering hemispheric affinities 
was also understood as a way to combat German, Japanese, and Soviet influence in the 
Americas.33 This rationale became more urgent after the outbreak of World War II in 1939 and 
particularly after the U.S. entry into the war two years later.34 But in the 1940s and 1950s, many 
U.S. officials involved with the work of cultural relations had longer-term goals. They insisted 
that improving cultural relations abroad was a different project than propaganda: propaganda’s 
results were superficial and ephemeral, while the work of cultural relations was educational and 
would ensure durable, rational understanding between nations.35  
Indeed, after the war, the State Department continued to support student exchange with 
Mexico based on their belief that young Mexicans who spent time studying in the United States 
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would return to their country with positive impressions that would help bolster pro-U.S. feelings 
among the Mexican population generally.36 This objective remained relevant in the context of 
fighting communism in the hemisphere during the Cold War. The fact that the efficacy of the 
program was hard to measure did not dampen their enthusiasm.37 By 1957, an official claimed, 
“there is hardly a phase of the U.S. Mission in Mexico to which the exchange program does not 
in some way contribute”; in other words, exchange was an “enlightened and essential” measure 
to promote Mexican development in ways that suited U.S. political and economic interests.38 
Even as geopolitical aims in Mexico shifted from bolstering the Allied effort to fighting 
communism, the U.S. Department of State continued to insist that student exchange would 
advance their objectives. 
Despite the political importance of student exchange, from early on the State Department 
sought ways to delegate much of the work of running scholarship programs to other institutions. 
The State Department entrusted the logistical side to the Institute of International Education 
(IIE), a private foundation that received (and continues to receive) a government contract to 
administer these programs.39 But for selecting candidates throughout Latin America, the 
preferred strategy was to set up “local binational selection committees, using cultural institutes as 
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headquarters…to interview, screen, and recommend candidates.”40 Argentina had the oldest 
cultural institute, founded in 1928, and in the late 1930s and early 1940s, many others were 
founded in quick succession, mostly in South America. Mexico’s Cultural Institute, founded in 
1942, was the sixteenth such institute established in Latin America.41 Despite the impetus from 
the State Department, Mexican citizens, some of whom held official positions, were involved 
from the outset. This setup, involving local institutions and leadership with U.S. financing, 
served a dual purpose: on the one hand, it allowed the State Department access to the in-country, 
native expertise and connections needed to actually carry out cultural relations work; on the other 
hand, at least in the minds of U.S. diplomats, pointing to local Latin American involvement 
could make cultural relations work seem more legitimate and less likely to be dismissed as 
“Yankee imperialism.” Instrumental as U.S. cooperation with Mexicans was, the Department of 
State lacked total control over the Cultural Institute. Available evidence supports a similar to 
conclusion to that reached by Patrick Iber looking at the Cold War-era, CIA-funded groups that 
supported many Latin American leftist writers: he cautions against reducing the role of Latin 
American involvement to “a simple story of superpower manipulation.”42 Mexicans linked to the 
Cultural Institute shaped its activities, agenda, and public image despite the financial dependence 
and political ties to the U.S. State Department. 
In 1942, a group of Mexican intellectuals and U.S. citizens in Mexico, both embassy staff 
members and those working in the private sector, held the first business meeting to move toward 
                                                 
40 Espinosa, Inter-American Beginnings of U.S. Cultural Diplomacy, 1936-1948, 166. 
41 Espinosa, 252–53; on the Argentine Cultural Institute, see Laura Fotia, “Proyección y política cultural 
estadounidense en Argentina (1928-1941),” Revista Complutense de Historia de América 41 (2015): 21–
46. 
42 Patrick Iber, Neither Peace nor Freedom: The Cultural Cold War in Latin America (Cambridge, MA: 
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creating the Cultural Institute and designating its leaders.43 The official purpose of the Institute 
was furthering cultural relations and mutual understanding between Mexico and the United 
States. A declaration by the founders from April 1942 explained that part of this work involved 
disseminating, coordinating, and systematizing information on the many cultural relations efforts 
that already existed.44 The Cultural Institute would oversee range of activities, offering English 
language classes, hosting lectures by visiting U.S. luminaries, and sponsoring art exhibitions. 
From the beginning, student exchange was a priority for the Cultural Institute; its Scholarship 
Selection Committee did the work of filtering candidates for various scholarships offered by the 
U.S. government and some other U.S. sponsors.45 The Institute’s charter, adopted in 1944, “was 
designed to concentrate control in the hands of the Mexicans by providing that six of the nine 
members of the board of directors should be Mexicans” while the remainder would be U.S. 
citizens; the selection committee named by the Board also had a Mexican majority.46 The reason 
for including U.S. members at all, at least in theory, was to have someone to “advise about 
detailed questions that might arise in connection with North American life, customs, and 
institutions.”47 
                                                 
43 In the beginning, the new Cultural Institute had a small amount of temporary financial support from the 
Department of State. See Scott, “The Cultural Institute in Mexico City,” 364. 
44 Instituto Mexicano-Norteamericano de Relaciones Culturales, “Declaración de los fundadores,” April 
10, 1942. Biblioteca Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Fondo Silvio Zavala, Serie Correspondencia 
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Zilboorg. 
45 Scott, “The Cultural Institute in Mexico City,” 370. 
46 Scott, 377–79. 
47 Laurence Duggan, Director of the IIE to Samuel Ramos, July 23, 1942. NARA, RG 229, Box 429. 
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The Mexican intellectuals who served as officers or on the Board of Directors had 
impressive professional accomplishments and a cosmopolitan background that usually included 
having studied abroad. These individuals included Samuel Ramos (philosopher who studied in 
Europe), Pablo Martínez del Río (historian trained at Oxford), Alfonso Reyes (writer and 
diplomat who had worked and traveled extensively abroad), José Zozaya (Harvard-educated, RF-
sponsored biologist), and Manuel Sandoval Vallarta (physicist and MIT graduate).48 A 1953 list 
of dues-paying members had names of similarly cosmopolitan and even more prominent 
Mexicans with positions such as rector of the UNAM (Nabor Carrillo Flores), Minister of 
Communications and Public Works (Carlos Lazo), and Director General of UNESCO (Jaime 
Torres Bodet, who had also been and would later resume the post of Secretary of Education); 
even José Vasconcelos was a member.49 From the beginning, the Cultural Institute enjoyed 
support from the Mexican press, receiving favorable coverage in the PRI’s official newspaper El 
Nacional, and regular reports on scholarships available and awarded were published in other 
major papers.50  
However, the possibility that Mexican government officials might establish some formal 
link with the Cultural Institute never came to pass.51 The reasons for this are not clear from 
                                                 
48 On Martínez del Río, see Manuel Maldonado-Koerdell, “Semblanza y obra de un prehistoriador,” in 
Homenaje a Pablo Martínez del Río en el vigésimoquinto aniversario de la primera edición de Los 
orígenes americanos (Mexico City, 1961), 9–15; on Martínez del Río’s studies at Stonyhurst as a boy, see 
Macías-González, “Learning the Rules of the Game: Informal Empire and the Mexican Experience at 
Stonyhurst College, 1805–1920”; for a biography of Sandoval Vallarta during his time in the United 
States, see Minor García, “Cruzar fronteras.” 
49 Scott, “The Cultural Institute in Mexico City,” 462–63. 
50 For an early example, see the editorial “Hacia una América indivisa, por los caminos de la ciencia,” 
October 26, 1942, El Nacional. BLT, AE, “Relaciones científicas México-Estados Unidos,” N02474. 
51 “Intercambio cultural entre México y EE.UU,” September 9, 1944, El Nacional. BLT, AE, “Relaciones 
científicas México-Estados Unidos,” N02474. 
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available sources.52 Mexican dissatisfaction with the unilateral support for the Cultural Institute 
contributed to institutional instability. During the first years of the Cultural Institute’s existence, 
Mexican leaders in the Cultural Institute evidently faced questions as to which country really had 
control over the Institute. Daniel Rubín de la Borbolla, Executive Director at the Institute and an 
anthropologist from the Escuela Nacional de Antropología e Historia, took pains to emphasize in 
a 1944 speech that the Institute’s efforts “were not directed toward any form of political 
propaganda [publicidad política].” The Cultural Institute only aimed to disseminate “Mexican 
and North American cultures, working quietly but effectively toward strengthening cultural 
relations between the two countries,” and with this, the Institute would promote nothing less (and 
nothing more) than mutual comprehension of the Mexican and U.S. peoples.5354 In 1946, some 
Mexican members of the Board of Directors threatened to resign unless the Cultural Institute 
secured formal cooperation from the Mexican government.55 But it seems that the problem was 
resolved another way: without this Mexican government cooperation, the Cultural Institute 
simply stopped trying to seem entirely Mexican-run. During a 1947 reorganization and revision 
of the charter, both the Board of Directors and the Scholarship Selection Committee gained more 
U.S. members so that both countries were equally represented.56 
                                                 
52 It is possible that the personal papers of the longtime Cultural Institute director, Manuel Sandoval 
Vallarta could shed more light on this. 
53 “Las actividades del instituto bajo su dirección, no se han destinado a ninguna clase de publicidad 
política, sino a la divulgación de las culturas mexicana y norteamericana, trabajando en forma callada 
pero efectiva por el afianzamiento de las relaciones culturales entre ambos países, que darán por 
resultado la estrecha comprensión de ideales y de modos de vida de ambos pueblos” 
54 “Se fortalecen las relaciones culturales con Estados Unidos,” October 14, 1944, Excélsior. BLT, AE, 
“Instituto Mexicano Norteamericano de Relaciones Culturales,” N02532 
55 Scott, “The Cultural Institute in Mexico City,” 415–16. 
56 Scott, 420. 
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Scholarships were the first part of the Cultural Institute’s range of activities to be 
developed, and many believed that selection was to be the Institute’s most important function. 
From the U.S. perspective, it was critical to “appoint competent, non-political, representative and 
interested persons to serve on the committee since the success or failure of the entire student 
program depends to a great extent on the caliber of the committee members.”57 As chairman of 
the selection committee, Samuel Ramos served in 1942-1943 to be replaced by Manuel Sandoval 
Vallarta, who would keep the role until at least 1958.58 Other prominent Mexicans, and some 
U.S. citizens, would sit on the committee, and experts were called to weigh in on candidates 
specializing in their fields. 
The Scholarship Selection Committee made its first scholarship decisions in September 
1942, recommending 20 candidates whose names were passed on to the U.S. embassy to send to 
the State Department. The State Department made the final selection of 16 winners, who were 
publicly awarded at the Benjamin Franklin Library in an event featuring several prominent 
Mexican intellectuals and a member of the embassy staff. 59 During the rest of the 1940s and 
1950s, the Cultural Institute received applications and made selection recommendations for 
scholarships offered by the Institute of International Education (financed by the Department of 
State) and various U.S. government scholarships, but it also performed this work for other 
scholarships, including those offered by the city of New York and the American Association of 
University Women.60 It seems that over time, the Cultural Institute came to specialize in offering 
                                                 
57 Quoted in Scott, 943. 
58 Scott, 956. 
59 Scott, 370–71. 
60 See various newspaper announcements for these programs instructing candidates to submit materials at 
the Cultural Institute, e.g. “Nueva York ofrece becas a mexicanos,” September 19, 1944 and “Becas en 
EE.UU. a Profesionales,” October 19, 1944, El Nacional. BLT, AE, “Becas Estados Unidos,” M-10007. 
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English classes: in 1966, Excélsior reported that 11,000 students were enrolled in these courses. 
The Cultural Institute continued to be affiliated with prominent Mexican intellectuals and 
officials, but the newspaper article did not mention scholarship selection at all.61 
Finally, the third institution that launched a scholarship program in the same period was 
the Banco de México, Mexico’s central bank (hereafter, the Banco). U.S. financing and U.S. 
actors did not play a role in this institution. The Banco was created in 1925 as a long-awaited 
measure to centralize the issuing of currency and regulate credit, part of a larger effort led by 
Alberto Pani to bring order to the Mexican government’s finances and address its significant 
debt.62 Then, a tumultuous decade of financial crisis and political upheaval weakened the bank in 
the 1930s. During the presidency of Ávila Camacho (1940-1946) and in the context of the 
wartime Mexico-U.S. military alliance, industrialization became an official priority, endorsed by 
the president and many others as way to increase Mexico’s wealth, diversify its economy beyond 
agriculture, and to promote economic stability.63 This emphasis on development shaped the 
central bank’s activities after 1940, which expanded beyond monetary policy. 
The Banco’s scholarship program emerged as a part of a new section of the bank, the 
Oficina de Investigaciones Industriales (Office of Industrial Research) housed within the 
Departamento de Estudios Económicos (Department of Economic Studies). In 1941, various 
financial institutions in Mexico called for the Banco “to establish a department that could be 
consulted regarding technical matters related to the promotion of industrial firms” that would be 
                                                 
61 Manuel Monroy, “Una institución modelo de entendimiento cultural,” Excélsior, July 28, 1966. BLT, 
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62 For a detailed account of early efforts to create a central bank and the actual creation of the Banco de 
México, see Eduardo Turrent Díaz, Historia del Banco de México, vol. 1 (Mexico City: Banco de 
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funded by different banks in Mexico.64 The stated purpose of the new research office was to 
determine the best use of the country’s natural resources. Initial funding for industrial research 
came from the Asociación de Banqueros (a banking industry group), the Secretaría de Hacienda 
(Ministry of Finance), and the Banco itself, with each contributor granting 200,000 pesos. Later, 
the Banco took over the funding and oversight of the Oficina de Investigaciones Industriales.65 
By the end of the 1940s, its team of engineers and economists were conducting research, 
collaborating with various government agencies and public educational institutions, and 
partnering with foreign and Mexican companies.66  
Scholarships for study abroad were added to its program for developing technical 
education and knowledge in Mexico beginning in 1944, although the Banco had occasionally 
awarded scholarships for study both in Mexico and abroad in the past.67 The formal scholarship 
program may have been inspired by a 1942 U.S. initiative to bring Latin Americans to U.S. 
factories for technical training that was sponsored by the Office of Inter American Affairs.68 Two 
Banco officials were part of the selection committee for this program, and their participation may 
have prompted them to imagine creating their own initiative to support Mexican industry. But 
the Banco staff’s personal experience studying abroad could have also influenced their decision 
to create a scholarship program, for the four men most closely associated with the program’s 
creation and administration, Gonzalo Robles, Eduardo Villaseñor, Víctor Urquidi, and Daniel 
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Cosío Villegas, had all studied in England or the United States.69 The first two men were also the 
figures most responsible for directing the Banco’s resources toward development, particularly 
industrialization, during the early 1940s.70 
The Banco’s administrative council approved a proposal for a scholarship program 
advanced by Villaseñor and Robles in December 1942. The formal purpose of the program was 
to train experts who would eventually serve “the country’s most vital and legitimate interests.”71 
Specifically, the purpose was to prepare people to work in areas where specialists were lacking 
so that the program best supported “the country’s needs.”72 This program, quite unlike the 
Cultural Institute, did not consider transnational or international relations as part of its objectives. 
In this sense, it was more similar to the RF’s program oriented toward developing particular 
disciplines, except that the Banco’s funding and staff were all Mexican. 
From the outset, the Banco’s program was tailored toward the economic objectives 
determined by bank officials, and it expanded over the course of the 1940s and 1950s. The 
original program was approved to grant 10 scholarships in 1944 with a $24,000 budget; the plan 
was to fund two individuals to study banking economics, two to focus on mining and industrial 
economics, and six people to specialize variously in chemistry, mining, carbon, general 
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agriculture, tropical agriculture, and marine construction.73 The next year, Villaseñor further 
detailed the objectives of the program which aimed to train the next generation of experts and 
researchers for the Banco itself, those who would work in certain industrial sectors “which the 
Banco has an interest in promoting,” and those who would specialize “in particular topics of 
obvious national interest (for example, hydrology).”74 For 1945, the Consejo approved a major 
expansion of the program’s budget to $165,000 (a nearly sevenfold increase) to include 30 
scholarships of $5,500 each. They added more industrial specialties to the list and created an 
“unspecified” category to accommodate well-prepared applicants with other fields of interest. 
Later that year, the Consejo approved a further budget increase of $27,500 to accommodate 
another five “unspecified” scholarships.75 By the end of the decade, the scholarship program had 
increased its emphasis on industrial economics and begun a study to determine the skills and 
specialties most in demand in industry and in technical schools. Becarios were routinely granted 
funding not just for formal study but also for trips to factories and laboratories where they might 
also stay for weeks or months for practical training.76 By 1961, the Banco had published a 
directory of its former becarios, evidence of the program’s history as well as an argument for its 
future existence.77 
For the RF’s Mexican Agricultural Program, the State Department-sponsored Cultural 
Institute, and the Banco’s industrial research section, scholarships to support Mexican students in 
the United States were a means to achieve broader institutional objectives intended to gradually 
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and profoundly change Mexico. The degree and nature of Mexican participation in each 
institution was distinct, but the aims of the institutions were relatively compatible. 
Choosing Becarios and Predicting the Future: Selection Criteria and Techniques 
During the 1940s-1960s, all these institutions explicitly defined what they were looking 
for in scholarship candidates. Here, I look at the ways that these institutions described the 
essential characteristics of their ideal becarios and formalized criteria to guide selection. I also 
analyze what I call selection techniques: the practical, institutional procedures to identify 
candidates and to measure how well potential becarios met their criteria. 
While there were important differences in the selection techniques of the RF, Cultural 
Institute, and the Banco de México, studying their practices together reveals an important shift in 
priorities as compared to earlier scholarship granting. Though these programs defined the ideal 
becario distinctly, all emphasized that becarios should be chosen in a way that favored certain 
future results. Specifically, they wanted to choose those who had a high likelihood of rapidly and 
successfully rejoining Mexican society and the workforce, and using the skills and knowledge 
gained abroad, upon concluding their studies. This was quite unlike pre-1940 becario selection 
when scholarship candidates’ intangible qualities like merit or well-connectedness determined 
their viability. After 1940, selection processes were designed to favor young Mexicans whose 
predicted personal and professional trajectories aligned with the scholarship program’s own 
broad institutional goals. But as detailed and structured as these processes could be, there was an 
element of guesswork in their decision-making process: scholarship programs could only know if 
they had picked the right people after the term of scholarship had ended.  
In the face of this uncertainty, the three programs examined in this chapter responded 
similarly. On the one hand, they outlined qualifications that would ensure that students and 
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recent graduates being considered conformed to a particular professional and sociological 
profile. These were relatively transparent requirements, often made public and thereby known to 
prospective becarios. On the other hand, they built opportunities for personalized vetting of 
candidates into their selection processes; staff of these scholarship programs relied upon their 
subjective experiences (or those of people they trusted) with candidates to determine whether 
they were suitable or not. While the programs sometimes openly acknowledged that such 
imprecise criteria were a factor in selection, they were less forthcoming about how subjective 
determinations might be made. Moreover, each program left ways for personalized vetting to 
override more objective requirements: if vouched for, someone who did not meet basic criteria 
could still be chosen, and if vouched against, a formally qualified person might be rejected. 
The first part of the selection process involved finding candidates. The Cultural Institute 
published calls for applications in Mexican newspapers.78 In 1944, it also published a pamphlet 
detailing the application procedure, which involved a variety of requirements, tests, and 
paperwork. The first step for students who believed themselves qualified was to directly contact 
the Cultural Institute to request a spot to take the English exam.79 Even then, students who 
passed the test were interviewed by the executive director “to determine whether applicants met 
the basic requirements and to make an appraisal in terms of personality, character, and general 
educational background.” Only after successfully passing through this filter were students invited 
to formally apply for scholarships.80 These steps probably eliminated many students from 
consideration. As the Cultural Institute sought candidates for the La Guardia Scholarship 
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program (created by New York City Mayor Fiorello La Guardia) in 1944, the director rejected 15 
of 23 applicants after personally interviewing them. Insufficient English skills, uncertainty about 
future plans, poor academic records, and failure to meet general requirements were all grounds 
for rejecting an aspiring becario.81 
The Banco de México initially adopted a similar approach, publishing advertisements in 
newspapers in order to find candidates in 1944, the first year of its scholarship program. 
However, by 1946, they concluded this method was ineffective: of a “total of just 24 applications 
it was found that only 11 were moderately workable, since the majority of applicants were 
people who lacked sufficient technical preparation, or were not graduates, or requested 
scholarships only as a means to travel, or completely lacked knowledge of the English 
language.” It was decided (it is not clear by whom) that there would be “a new recruitment 
policy” to search for candidates personally by contacting universities, industrial firms, banks, 
and technological experts. The Banco found this more direct recruitment yielded “a minimum of 
unprepared or unserious people.”82 By the late 1950s, the Banco publicly explained that it would 
“seek out, when it is necessary, candidates for scholarships in specific fields” and that 
applications supported by public and private institutions received “special attention.”83 
Once this first selection had been made, both institutions stipulated desirable 
characteristics to ensure, as best they could, that becarios would return to Mexico and make the 
kind of contributions to their country that each organization sought. The Cultural Institute was 
looking for becarios who demonstrated “potential leadership” so that upon returning to Mexico, 
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they would “help establish a climate of opinion favorable to the United States” as a soon-to-be 
influential person.84 While personal judgments were important here, the Cultural Institute and 
Banxico also took the trouble to explicitly and publicly state the qualities, albeit sometimes 
vaguely defined, that they were looking for. 
The Cultural Institute’s criteria encompassed both relatively objective and highly 
subjective aspects of a person’s profile. First, in academic and professional preparation, 
applicants needed to have a university degree from a Mexican institution, to have completed all 
available education in Mexico within their area of study, and to have adequate knowledge of 
English. The Cultural Institute also outlined the personal profile of successful becarios. Good 
health, as proved by a medical exam, was a requirement, and the Cultural Institute required that 
those selected be Mexican citizens by birth.85 Both men and women were eligible, and they were 
expected to be young (defined as under 34 years old) and preferably single, since the 
scholarships offered did not include family allowances. In fact, ideal candidates would not have 
“too many economic obligations that would prevent them from adequately taking advantage of 
the scholarship’s benefits.”86 A 1944 announcement in El Nacional stipulated that successful 
candidates would have “irreproachable morality.”87 During the interview, the selection 
committee also considered “their personalities, their general educational and intellectual levels, 
and their ability to represent their own country accurately while in the United States.”88 Thus, 
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criteria ran the gamut from the comparatively clear-cut requirement of native Mexican 
citizenship to the vague expectation of meeting with selection committee members’ personal 
approval. 
While the Banco did not define criteria in its earliest years of operation, by the late 1950s 
it had set up a list of requirements that was broadly similar to the Cultural Institute’s in terms of 
language requirements, completion of all available studies in Mexico, and the expectation of 
good physical health. But the Banco had more open requirements for the social profile of 
candidates: those seeking a doctorate could qualify for a scholarship up to age 40, and there was 
no stated preference regarding marital status. Becarios had to “be Mexican” but not necessarily 
by birth, allowing naturalized citizens to be considered. Its stipulations regarding candidates’ 
financial situation were almost the opposite of what the Cultural Institute expected: rather than 
discouraging poorer applicants, the Banco asked its candidates “to prove that they do not have 
their own economic resources or from their families” needed to afford their study abroad. The 
Banco, unlike the Cultural Institute, did offer some additional support for becarios with families. 
While the Banco’s requirements were, in this sense, more inclusive, they placed greater demands 
on the candidate to make assurances about his or her future path: it was frank about the 
importance of becarios’ existing connections to institutions. In addition to prioritizing 
applications supported by institutions, it asked applicants to “offer reasonable guarantees that, 
once the term of the scholarship has concluded, they will return to [Mexico] to apply the 
knowledge and experience acquired abroad.”89 This probably consisted of documentation from 
the candidate’s current employer that promised a suitable position upon his or her return. 
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Many of the other requirements, while apparently strict, left room for interpretation. For 
example, in candidates’ previous academic work in Mexico, they had to have an average grade 
of 8 on the 1-10 scale used in Mexico, but this could be substituted for evidence of “high merits 
in the exercise of their profession.” They had to, “without any exceptions,” prove language 
fluency, but the Banco left open how it might determine language ability.90 In the 1940s and 
early 1950s, on several occasions the Banco paid the Cultural Institute to give English classes not 
only to outgoing becarios already selected, but also to applicants.91 Similar to the personal 
judgments that Cultural Institute staff might make during an interview, the Banco reserved for 
itself the right to disqualify otherwise viable candidates who had “bad academic, professional, 
family, social, or civic background [antecedentes].”92 
In sum, alongside a few relatively straightforward criteria such as age, the possession of a 
university degree, and Mexican citizenship, the Cultural Institute and the Banco’s expectations 
for their becarios built in specific mechanisms that allowed for a highly personal judgment of 
students that could select for unnamed cultural, class-based, or political characteristics. This was 
similar to the ways that scholarship recipients were chosen prior to 1940, as we saw in chapter 
two. While these programs listed requirements that measured something similar to academic 
merit, the desired qualities also sought to evaluate a candidate’s promise as a future professional 
who could be seamlessly reincorporated into the Mexican workforce. However, for these 
institutions, available sources do not show how selection techniques were applied to individual 
candidates: for the most part, we know only the general criteria and the final results of which 
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people were chosen. On the other hand, RF documentation does allow for a window into the 
actual work of selection because we have access to personal dossiers for all of its becarios in 
addition to published materials written by those who were responsible for selection. Because RF 
scholarships were not publicly advertised, criteria were informal; while those involved with 
selection referred to desirable characteristics or summarized their approaches after the fact, they 
did not necessarily tell candidates what they were looking for. Thus, studying selection of the 
RF’s agricultural becarios offers an alternate viewpoint on the process of selection, revealing 
more of how decisions were made within the institution. 
RF fellowship recipients were chosen from among the recent graduates of Mexico’s 
agricultural schools who worked as “paid apprentices or interns” for the Oficina de Estudios 
Especiales. The people most responsible for selection were the RF employed-scientists from the 
United States who lived permanently in Mexico City and worked at the Oficina de Estudios 
Especiales. There, they conducted agricultural research and supervised Mexican interns, who 
were all young agronomists (ingenieros agrónomos), and they chose becarios from the larger 
group of interns. After working in the Oficina under the U.S. scientists, interns “who survived 
the most rigorous tests of intellectual ability and practical performance were given opportunity to 
expand their education, mostly in universities in the United States.”93 Mexico’s Ministry of 
Agriculture supported this program and indeed expected this educational function of the 
Oficina.94 While the staff of the Oficina de Estudios Especiales could not guarantee that all of 
their candidates would receive scholarships, they had nearly total latitude to choose who had the 
chance to receive one. Scholarships were assigned based on the ranked lists remitted by the 
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Oficina to the RF’s U.S. headquarters. Thus, selection happened in the laboratory and in the 
field, where scientists used subjective criteria to choose scholarship recipients from the larger 
group of interns. 
When choosing which interns should receive fellowships, the scientists at the Oficina 
publicly explained their approach as seeking “to help each one develop his capacities fully and to 
guide him according to his aptitudes and interests,” so that the more practically-oriented interns 
“were guided into practical fields” while the young agronomists “with special intellectual 
interests and abilities were granted fellowships for study in universities abroad.”95 There were no 
specific requirements regarding prior academic performance nor a clear measure of an 
agronomist’s intellectual orientation. Even though intellectual aptitude was important, scientists 
also made decisions based on what they observed of interns’ personalities and habits over 
countless hours spent working together.96 Dedication, hard work, and general amiability were as 
desirable as scientific promise. All these factors, imprecise as they were, indicated to the 
scientists and RF officers how successful a given candidate would be upon returning to Mexico. 
Candidates had to have a guarantee signed by their current employer promising the person a 
similar or better position after the conclusion of the scholarship term, and for the interns at the 
Oficina de Estudios Especiales, this position was quite often in the Oficina itself. 
Though the RF did not produce itemized lists of qualifications or requirements like those 
of the Cultural Institute or the Banco, its methods for choosing its agricultural program becarios 
were nonetheless similar. The group of interns was a pre-selected group of candidates, all young 
men, who had satisfactorily passed through an agronomy program at one of a handful of 
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Mexican institutions. Through their performance as an intern, these candidates were chosen for a 
combination of scientific ability and personal suitability, much as applicants to the other 
scholarship programs were selected. But the detail of RF files reveals the complexity of 
reckoning the interns’ qualifications given that staff knew the young men personally, having 
spent months or years working side by side. As an example, I examine the way that the scientists 
grappled with assessing English language ability in the selection process. 
From the early 1940s to the early 1960s, RF staff struggled to define exactly what level 
of English fluency was required of outgoing becarios. In the beginning, English skills were an 
important consideration for selection, but these skills were evaluated informally by the U.S. 
scientists rather than through any kind of exam. In 1948, the Oficina’s director Harrar explained 
that the staff was implementing stricter expectations for English language ability, noting that 
“now almost all of our boys are enrolled in classes at the Benjamin Franklin Library,” which was 
loosely affiliated with the Cultural Institute. Still, the field work that both staff and interns 
completed outside the city made it difficult for the prospective scholars to attend class 
consistently.97 Local agricultural research, perhaps hewing more closely to the broad goals of the 
program, proved more important than English language preparation. 
Later, Harrar acknowledged the challenge of learning English while still in Mexico in 
another way. In 1953, when Harrar had moved to the RF’s New York office, he created a policy 
for Mexico and Colombia’s scholarship programs to allow for certain scholars who had not been 
able to learn English to first complete English language programs in the United States and then 
commence graduate work. However, Harrar did not expect this option to be used frequently. 
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“We believe that one of the demonstrated qualities of boys going to receive appointments for 
post-graduate training in the U.S. should be the ability to obtain a reasonable familiarity with the 
English language in his own country. Certainly there are adequate opportunities in Mexico,” 
Harrar wrote.98 In other words, an aspiring becario with good English proved not only that he 
was ready to complete academic work in the United States, but also that he possessed the 
initiative to have learned it in Mexico without immersion. There was still a way out for otherwise 
qualified becarios who had not managed to do so, but it is possible that poor English became 
more damaging to a candidacy over time. For example, in 1961, a candidate deemed to have 
“fair to good” English skills was encouraged to study further at the Cultural Institute in order to 
be considered for a fellowship later on.99 
But RF scientists in Mexico made exceptions for interns with the qualities they prized—
previous academic performance, demonstrated scientific aptitude, and hard work—even if their 
English abilities were not up to par. In 1948, Harrar received reports of the extremely poor 
English of an agronomist recently chosen by the scientists who had now reached the University 
of California-Davis. In response to criticisms of this becario, Harrar and his staff sent “a 
rebuttal.” Harrar insisted that while the young man was “extremely shy and retiring” and 
therefore did “not readily demonstrate his full knowledge of English to strangers,” he was 
competent and had used English while under the tutelage of the scientists. Harrar and his team 
offered an almost psychological assessment of the becario: “We realized that unless he could 
throw off his shyness he could have difficulty with English for a period of time after reaching the 
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United States but, from our knowledge of his performance here, we felt that when forced into the 
general use of English he would make rapid progress.” Harrar concluded that the staff was 
confident that their protégé would ultimately overcome the language obstacle.100 Harrar and the 
other scientists believed that they knew this young agronomist well enough to argue that their 
familiarity with his potential could better predict his success than his current, demonstrated 
ability.  
Even when the RF began to use formal, systematized evaluation of English language 
skills, those involved with the agricultural program still insisted that they knew better than the 
test did. “In regard to his proficiency test in English,” one scientist wrote about a candidate in 
1964, “on paper he does not look very good but in talking to him it appears to me that he will get 
along very well.” The scientist went on to dismiss the validity of the proficiency test 
administered by the Cultural Institute since it was mainly designed for students who had taken 
the Cultural Institute’s own English classes.101 Though a reasonable ability to use English clearly 
affected the success, comfort, and productivity of becarios’ time in the United States, especially 
during the first months of their studies, even when the RF imposed guidelines, scientists involved 
with selecting becarios rejected metrics in favor of their own holistic understanding of students 
and their potential. Indeed, to address the challenge of picking candidates based upon not only 
past successes but also future expectations, all three scholarship programs used comparatively 
objective criteria to winnow down the pool of candidates and made subjective assessments of 
them to find those who possessed a predictable kind of promise. 
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A Profile of the Chosen Ones 
This chapter has shown that scholarship program’s long-term goals shaped their selection 
procedures. It is not surprising, then, that these institutions also dedicated some resources to 
recordkeeping about the students who were chosen. Only by carefully tracking the paths of 
becarios and following them through their nascent careers could these institutions eventually 
prove that their programs advanced their objectives. But this recordkeeping also included 
information about students’ backgrounds prior to winning their scholarships, their age and 
gender, their regional origins, and the Mexican educational institutions from which they 
graduated before studying in the United States. This data was part of the application, and it was 
collected relatively systematically and in some cases, publicly shared. Further discussion of these 
sources, an overview of the data, and an explanation of my analysis can be found in Appendix 3: 
Analyzing the Backgrounds of Scholarship Recipients. Here I draw from that data as well as 
qualitative, biographical sources (published interviews and oral histories I conducted) to flesh 
out the story, focusing on the facet of their background that institutional records did not make 
clear: their social background. While the profile sketched here cannot answer questions about 
whether selection was more or less elitist than in a previous era, it suggests that the selection 
techniques used by scholarship-granting institutions probably reproduced the demographic 
characteristics of Mexican educational institutions as it formed the group of becarios. 
In general terms, the group of Mexican student migrants to the United States was 
growing significantly during the mid-twentieth century, rising from 244 students in 1940 to 
1,463 students in 1965 (nearly six-fold growth) according to the best available data for this 
period shown in   
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Figure 4. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the numbers of Mexican students 
in the United States did not show a dramatic or consistent growth, with the average total of a few 
hundred remaining relatively static between 1920 and 1940. During the midcentury period, 
Mexico’s young, college-educated population was also growing quickly and providing more 
qualified candidates to take up such offers, as I discuss further in the following chapter. Another 
shift during this period was in the proportion of women among Mexican student migrants, rising 
from about 14 percent in 1940 to about 23 percent in 1965; these numbers were comparable to 
the relative population of women students at Mexican universities in this era. However, this did 
not represent a marked shift from the previous period, when women made up about the same 
proportion of all Mexican students in the United States.  
All three scholarship programs studied here predominantly chose men, and when data on 
the age of becarios is available, we see consistent averages and medians of the mid- to late 
twenties. In 1943, of 24 scholarships awarded by the Cultural Institute, 71 percent went to men 
and 29 to women. Though I would need to consult data for subsequent cohorts to confirm, it 
seems likely that this was the most gender-balanced of the programs, with a higher proportion of 
women than the UNAM had at the time.102 U.S.-bound Banco de México becarios, of whom only 
about 9 percent were women, had an average and median age of 27. The RF’s agricultural 
becarios were exclusively men, and their average age at the time they first studied in the United 
States was about 28; the median age was 27.  
 
                                                 




Figure 4. Mexican students in the United States, with breakdown by sex, 1940-1965 
 
Source: CFRFS data (1940-1948) and Open Doors reports (1948-1965). For data, see Table 4. 
While a preference for male candidates or prejudice against women may have existed, it 
is also likely that existing gender ratios in Mexican higher education generally were responsible 
for the low numbers of women. Between 1940 and 1965, only about a fifth of the students 
enrolled at the UNAM were women.103 However, this gender imbalance was greater in some 
disciplines than others, and this, too, affected the proportion of becarias to becarios. The all-male 
group of RF agricultural becarios could be explained by the fate that as late as 1968, just 1 
percent of students enrolling in agricultural engineering programs in Mexico were women.104 
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The more complete Banco de México and RF data also sheds light onto the regional 
origins of becarios. In general terms, the Banco’s becarios were more likely to be natives of 
Mexico City than were RF becarios (see Table 16 and Table 18 for data). Of the Banco’s U.S.-
bound becarios, 43 percent came from Mexico City, about 20 percent came from northern 
Mexico, and 17 percent originated in the central western region; the remaining regions each sent 
only a small percentage of the total, and there was also a small group of foreign-born becarios. 
This distribution diverged from the general population patterns: though Mexico City’s share of 
the national population doubled from 1930 to 1960, only about 14 percent of Mexicans lived in 
the capital at the end of this period.105 The RF’s agricultural program becarios, by contrast, had 
origins more reflective of the geography of the national population: only ten percent came from 
Mexico City. Regionally, just over a quarter came from the north and just under a quarter from 
central western Mexico, and the rest of the students hailed from elsewhere in the republic. 
Students from the Mexican interior, though, had very often lived in Mexico City before 
winning a scholarship while attending one of the country’s main educational institutions. Of the 
Cultural Institute’s 1943 scholarship winners, three-quarters were affiliated with the Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), and seven-eighths of the students came from 
institutions in Mexico City.106 Over 77 percent of U.S.-bound Banco becarios had studied in one 
of the schools located in or very near Mexico City (in the case of the Escuela Nacional de 
Agricultura, ENA); the only school located outside the capital that sent more than five Banco 
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becarios was the Instituto Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey (ITESM). Thus, 
residence in Mexico City was a very common feature of becarios’ life experience prior to study 
abroad in all three programs.  
Figure 5. Banco de México becarios in the United States by Mexican educational institutions 
attended prior to holding a scholarship, 1944 to c. 1959 
 
Source: Data tabulated from Banco de México, Programas de becas y datos profesionales de los 
becarios. Mexico City: Banco de México, 1961. 
While in the capital, most becarios were affiliated with one of a small number of Mexican 
institutions of higher education. In the Banco de México program (see Figure 5), of those going 
to the United States, about half (48 percent) of the becarios were graduates of the UNAM, and 
just over one quarter (27 percent) went to the Instituto Politécnico Nacional (IPN) or the ENA. 
Only about 8 percent were graduates of the two major private institutions of this era, ITESM 
(Monterrey) and Instituto Tecnológico Autónomo de México (Mexico City). Fourteen percent of 
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becarios had attended other schools that sent less than five students to the United States with 
Banco de México scholarships during this era; these institutions comprised both private and 
public schools located in the capital and in other parts of Mexico. 
As the more provincial origins of the becarios would lead us to expect, the RF’s 
agricultural program drew more heavily from schools outside the capital: at least 40 percent of 
its becarios had attended agricultural schools in Saltillo, Coahuila and Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, 
and a small group had previously studied at ITESM, also located in northern Mexico. However, 
there was an important contingent from the capital city’s schools, too. 30 percent of the becarios 
in this program attended the Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, and smaller percentages were 
graduates of the IPN and UNAM. 
As the above data suggest, certain institutions clearly predominated. While this is not 
surprising since there were very few universities in Mexico during this era, and a few key 
institutions enrolled the largest numbers of students, the fact that different scholarship programs 
drew more or less from certain schools likely shaped the range of becarios’ class backgrounds of 
the becarios found in each program. The populations at the UNAM and the new private 
institutions skewed toward the more privileged sectors of Mexican society, although scholars’ 
varying definitions of class categories make it hard to compare or trace change over time. Still, 
they can give a sense of institutional tendencies. David Lorey has written that in 1963, two-thirds 
of the UNAM’s student body came from an upper class background, most of the rest were 
middle-class, and less than five percent of its students were from lower-class origins.107 Jaime 
Pensado has argued that at the Instituto Politécnico Nacional, students were much more likely to 
come from humble backgrounds. As one student at the IPN in the 1950s remembered in an 
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interview with Jaime Pensado, “the overwhelming majority of politécnicos were from the 
working class or what could broadly be described as a lower middle class on the verge of upward 
social mobility.” 108 
Anecdotally, this social background seems to fit graduates of the agricultural schools as 
well. Lorenzo Martínez Medina (1918-2013) came from a family of campesinos in San Luis 
Potosí, and he decided to study agriculture at the Escuela de Agricultura Antonio Narro in 
Saltillo in part because they offered scholarships to low-income students like him.109 Another 
member of his generation, Leonel Robles Gutiérrez (b. 1919), hailed from the small highland 
town of San Juan Cancuc, Chiapas from “a family dedicated to small-scale ranching, agriculture, 
and commerce”; Robles Gutiérrez attended Chapingo and won a scholarship from the RF.110 
Lauro Bucio (b. 1928), who would later hold scholarships from both the RF and the Banco de 
México, came from a small town in Michoacán; his father had completed only primary 
education. The family moved to Mexico City when Bucio was young, and his father worked as a 
tram operator. Young Bucio attended Chapingo between 1945 and 1951, where he told me he 
“ate better” than he did at home, and while a student there, he always worked during vacations. 
Once, he even crossed into the United States to work as “a bracero,” albeit without documents, 
only to be caught by U.S. immigration authorities and sent back to Mexico.111  
None of these life trajectories suggests the professional parents or privileged upbringing 
that was probably common to most graduates of the National University or private institutions. 
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But crucially, the international scholarship programs that chose men like Martínez Medina, 
Robles Gutiérrez, and Bucio did not pluck them from the small towns where they were born or 
choose them because of their social profile. Rather, the fact that they had already passed through 
the filters of the agricultural schools where they studied, and distinguished themselves at those 
institutions, qualified them to be considered for a chance to continue their education abroad. 
A more common background for the becarios of this era would be that of Estela Sánchez 
Quintanar, recipient of a Rockefeller Foundation fellowship to earn a Ph.D. in at the University 
of Wisconsin in the early 1960s. She was the daughter of a lawyer. She had never thought of 
studying abroad until her mentor, a U.S.-educated Mexican, contacted the RF to ask them to fund 
some of his research assistants’ study abroad. When she traveled to Madison to begin her 
program, it was her first trip to the United States.112 Wealthier students going abroad, with or 
without scholarships, had often traveled internationally during their childhood.113 Though she 
was the daughter of a professional, Sánchez Quintanar’s access to a scholarship was critical for 
making her study abroad possible. 
Though qualifying for scholarships granted by these institutions involved passing through 
the social class filters embedded in selection techniques, the students chosen did not come from 
families of unlimited means. For example, when Beatriz Ruiz Gaytán won a scholarship through 
the Cultural Institute to study in New York in 1942, she was unable to accept immediately. Her 
family’s business had taken a hit because of the war, making her “presence in Mexico necessary” 
to help her family surmount “the difficulties of this moment.” Though she hoped that an 
improvement at home would allow her to travel to New York, something she had dreamed of 
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doing, Ruiz Gaytán did not ultimately take her scholarship.114 More generally, scholarship 
awards that did not cover all costs of study abroad sometimes left winners unable to accept, or at 
least unable to do so right away, because they simply did not have much cash at their disposal or 
an easy way to obtain it from relatives. In 1942, New York City’s scholarships, for example, 
covered rail fare, lodging costs at the International House, and a monthly stipend for meals, but 
students were expected to bring at least $200 of their own funds to cover other expenses.115 The 
program’s secretary worried that this requirement deterred the Mexican candidates.116 
Conclusion 
This chapter has looked at the reasoning behind and institutional practices of scholarship 
programs created in the mid-twentieth century. These programs formed a part of three 
institutions’ broader projects to achieve goals in Mexico, in each case responding to the interests 
of each institution but all aiming for profound transformations of national scope. In the case of 
the Banco de México and the RF agricultural program, modernizing major sectors of the 
Mexican economy justified the creation of programs to train the highly-qualified specialists who 
could bring the cutting edge to Mexican industry and make the countryside abundant. In the case 
of the Cultural Institute, the objective was less tangible but no less ambitious: to change the 
attitudes and ways of thinking of Mexico’s future leaders to make them friendlier to the United 
States. These institutions shared the belief that sponsoring the U.S. education of young Mexicans 
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was a long-term strategy that could help them reach their goals, and while this was a project 
whose results might not be immediate, its impact would be deep and permanent. 
Though the selection process in this era shared some characteristics with the first 
postrevolutionary decades – scholarship grantors continued to place importance on students 
being “known” and to apply vague, subjective forms of evaluation – other aspects of the 
selection process departed from earlier practices. Students’ institutional affiliations and their 
future professional prospects (the more predictable, the better) now figured more importantly 
into decisions. Selection techniques drew becarios primarily from Mexico’s most important 
schools and thus represented a yet-more-stringent filter of an already-select group of university 
graduates. The becarios chosen by each program encompassed adults who were in their early 
twenties to early thirties, and while a clear majority were men, small numbers of women 
participated in some of the programs as well. In some programs, natives of Mexico City were 
overrepresented with respect to the general population, and many becarios who came from other 
places had spent time in the Mexican capital as students prior to traveling to the United States.  
As the last section illustrated, the selection techniques of this era gave the chance for at 
least a few sons and daughters of Mexico’s poorer classes to study in the United States, but this 
was only possible insofar as this kind of working-class student could enroll and graduate from 
Mexican universities and professional schools. In this sense, the demand that students articulated 
in the 1920s and 1930s when requesting scholarships from powerful men – that their economic 
need be taken into account – was still ignored during this later period. Midcentury selection 
techniques did not particularly inquire into students’ social background because to officials, this 
did not seem germane to the key objective: to find people who would help advance institutional 
goals that would benefit the nation. To be sure, the new scholarship programs allowed for more 
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young people than before 1940 to access this kind of support simply because more scholarships 
were available.  
Notwithstanding the explicit acknowledgement of subjective selection criteria, now the 
work of selection now fell upon men who believed in the importance of choosing the right 
people for initiatives of national scope rather than high-level politicians or officials who did not 
bother to articulate why they granted scholarships to their protégés. Another change was that 
mid-century Mexican selection makers often had studied abroad themselves. As we will see in 
the next chapter, these individuals also communicated to the public, and to scholarship recipients 
themselves, that becarios abroad were important, as members of a select group poised to become 





Chapter 4: Student Migrants Navigating Middle-Class Mexicanidad in the Mid-Twentieth 
Century 
During the middle decades of the twentieth century, Mexican students in the United 
States formed a common identity as highly qualified youth who deserved special recognition as 
representatives of Mexico and as the ushers of their nation’s prosperous future. In public and in 
private, students and their supporters insisted that Mexicans studying in the United States were 
great patriots, seeking knowledge abroad that they could later put to the service of their 
homeland. Most Mexican students bound for the United States with scholarships came from 
relatively privileged backgrounds, as I discussed in the previous chapter. As some of the most 
educated members of Mexican society, Mexican students in the United States were treated as 
welcomed guests and often asked to speak for their country and embody its national culture. 
However, regardless of their family pedigree or academic credentials, Mexican students 
sometimes found that their cultural capital was not recognized north of the border.1 Instead of 
receiving special treatment as unofficial ambassadors, Mexican students sometimes found 
themselves the target of U.S. antipathy for Mexicans. Moreover, their funding, coming from 
scholarships, parents, or campus jobs, did not always cover the unpredictable expenses they 
incurred or allow them to adopt the lifestyle that they believed they deserved. In other words, 
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Mexican students often lacked the economic capital needed to cover the patterns of consumption 
associated with their status.2 
The lived reality of Mexican student migrants was profoundly shaped by middle-class 
struggles and paradoxes. Most scholars agree that the middle classes were growing in twentieth 
century Mexico; according to one estimate, between 1940 and 1970 they increased from 16 to 29 
percent of the total population.3 However, reaching such estimates requires using a relatively 
straightforward definition of who belonged to the middle classes, and historians agree only that 
no single, generic set of criteria – such as income, occupation, or education level – works across 
time and space. Instead, what being “middle class” means has varied by region and era.4 
Accordingly, this chapter seeks to document the fragility of middle-class identities by treating 
middle-classness “as a working social concept, a material experience, a political project, and a 
cultural practice” always situated within a particular context.5  
In mid-twentieth century urban Mexico, according to Louise Walker, “being middle class 
meant to have privileged access to an education, to live in a modern apartment, and to enjoy a 
certain lifestyle.” However, it also “implied having hope for the future” and an optimistic belief 
in the possibility of “upward mobility.”6 While this chapter affirms that Mexican student 
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migrants shared these values, the meaning of Mexican middle-classness was also up for debate 
and in flux. Observers at the time noted that Mexico’s class structures were changing, and 
Mexican intellectuals grappled with the question of what it meant to be Mexican in the 
postrevolutionary era. The place of upwardly-mobile, educated, apartment-dwelling Mexicans in 
the nation was uncertain. For Octavio Paz, writing in 1969, the Mexican middle class was “a 
product of the post-revolutionary society” without “a place in the new order of things,” and “a 
mobile stratum which, though relatively satisfied from an economic point of view, is aware that 
the situation could change overnight.”7  
This chapter shows that Mexican students’ hopes for their future were alternately raised 
and dashed during their time in the United States. Rather than evincing middle-class optimism, 
middle-class uncertainty better characterizes student migrants’ lived experiences of class and 
nation. Student migrants, like middle-class Mexicans at home, faced what Walker has called “the 
fundamental precariousness” of middle-class privilege.8 But as transnationally-mobile actors, 
their experience of social class while in the United States was inextricably tied to their 
experience of their Mexican nationality. As a younger Paz mused in 1950, to reach 
consciousness of one’s Mexican identity, “it is enough, for example, to cross the border,” noting 
that his own sojourn in the United States provoked the reflections on nation and history 
contained in The Labyrinth of Solitude.9 Being Mexican produced disparate reactions on U.S. 
campuses. Exalted by some and excluded by others, Mexican students in the United States 
possessed resources and prestige that other Mexican migrants could not hope to access, so 
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students had much to lose from economic insecurity and racial discrimination. As youth of 
varying chronological age, student migrants were often beholden to the projects of the people 
and institutions funding their studies and making it possible to live their version of a middle-
class lifestyle. This fraught migration experience tempered students’ expectations of what their 
homeland would have to offer when they finally returned.  
Writing in the aftermath of the 1968 student movement and the violent repression it faced 
in Tlatelolco, Paz observed that the insecurity of the Mexican middle class, especially its 
“writers, professors, intellectuals, artists, and students,” shaped its political engagement: they 
were forcefully critical voices in Mexico calling for democracy, lacking organization yet capable 
of instigating “nonconformity and rebelliousness” among other social groups.10 Historians have 
since examined these dissident middle class politics and connected them to the diminishing 
legitimacy and eventual fall from power of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional.11 Student 
politics, as such, are notably absent in the stories of triumph and frustration narrated below. I 
have found no evidence of Mexican student activism from abroad, and what little collective 
activity Mexicans engaged in on their campuses centered on sociability. However, their mixed 
experiences in the United States would ultimately shape an important though unrecognized 
political project, the elevation of U.S.-educated Mexicans in their homeland, as I argue in the 
next chapter. Here, this chapter analyzes the transnational story of middle-class dissatisfaction 
operating on a personal, quotidian scale. 
During the mid-twentieth century, the numbers of Mexican students in the United States 
grew from 244 students in 1940 to 2,689 students in 1970 (see Table 2). In this era, student 
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migrants were particularly visible figures who attracted interest in Mexico but even more so in 
the United States. Although U.S. enthusiasm for cultural exchange with Mexico dated to the 
early twentieth century, this fervor had spread far beyond elite cultural internationalist circles by 
the 1940s. The institutional support for Mexican students, discussed in the previous chapter, 
generated correspondence between scholarship granting institutions and the students they 
sponsored. Though these exchanges were more formal and systematic than comparable 
correspondence from the 1910s-1930s (see chapter 2), midcentury scholarship files from the 
Rockefeller Foundation archives reveal much about the material conditions of students’ lives. 
But institutions like the Rockefeller Foundation were not the only ones interested in 
Mexican students during the era studied in this chapter. Many ordinary citizens and local 
communities eagerly welcomed students as representatives of Mexican culture.12 Vestiges of this 
popular curiosity about Mexican students include many newspaper articles, cited throughout this 
chapter, that reported not only on the students themselves but also on the public events held 
throughout the United States that featured Mexican students as spokespeople or performers. I 
also cite a 1946 account penned by Alvin and Darley Gordon of their relationship with a 
Mexican student whom they sponsored to study at Berkeley. The book, Our Son, Pablo, was 
well-reviewed in the U.S. press, and the film rights to the book were purchased in 1947 by RKO 
Studios, suggesting that it sold well (though the film was never made).13 These published sources 
reveal the broad popular interest in the young Mexicans who attended colleges and universities 
throughout the United States, but they also contain personal details about student experiences. 
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Other key sources from this chapter come from the work of a small number of U.S. social 
scientists who turned their attention to Mexican students as an interesting object of study whose 
experiences could shed light on the nature of modern Mexican national identity. In addition to 
some graduate theses, the prominent anthropologist Ralph L. Beals published the book No 
Frontier to Learning: The Mexican Student in the United States.14 Beals, known for his work on 
indigenous communities in Mexico, turned his attention in this project to the question of cultural 
change among Mexican students in the United States. As president of the American 
Anthropological Association in 1951, Beals called for fellow scholars to attend to acculturation 
processes both within and beyond the United States, seeking out generalizable insights alongside 
ethnographic specificities.15 For his study of Mexican students, Beals was sponsored by the 
Social Science Research Council to explore how students’ attitudes toward the United States, or 
other habits or expectations they held, shifted during their study abroad. Over several sessions in 
the 1952-1953 academic year, Beals and his researchers interviewed a small group of Mexican 
students in Los Angeles, and the recorded interviews were then transcribed. By consulting these 
transcriptions, it is possible to recover ideas and experiences of Mexican students that were 
shared in a private setting in which no scholarship was at stake. Of course, a range of other 
power dynamics between interviewer and interviewee, including nationality, gender, age, and 
social class, influenced the content and form of interviewees’ remarks. 
The chapter also cites open-ended interviews that I conducted with Mexicans who studied 
in the United States in the mid-twentieth century. These oral histories capture individuals’ 
memories of their experiences as student migrants, now several decades in the past, but they also 
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discuss events rarely recorded in written documents. I also draw from a memoir penned by 
Edmundo Flores in the 1980s that discusses his years as a student at the University of Wisconsin 
in the 1940s. Flores cites from his diaries and letters, perhaps mitigating the degree of 
embellishment and omission inherent in remembering one’s youth.16 
Unofficial Ambassadors: The Prestige of Performing Mexicanidad in the United States 
In October 1942, prominent Mexicans and U.S. Americans gathered in Mexico City to 
celebrate the upcoming departure of the first group of scholarship recipients chosen by the 
Instituto Mexicano-Norteamericano de Relaciones Culturales. MIT-educated physicist Manuel 
Sandoval Vallarta addressed the group, surely aware that his words would also reach a wider 
audience when the speech was published in the papers. He began by praising cultural exchange 
and linking it to wartime efforts on behalf of democracy around the world. Then, he exalted the 
young people who had been selected to study abroad, the becarios. He spoke of what they would 
achieve as individuals and how their future accomplishments would shape Mexico. For the 
recipients, these scholarships represented nothing less than 
an opportunity to effectively work toward the enhancement and progress of the patria. As 
they acquire and deepen new knowledge that they will later put to the service of national 
science, technology, industry, and agriculture, they are carrying out a task whose 
transcendence cannot be exaggerated. It could be said of them and their successors, 
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without hyperbole, that the place that Mexico will occupy in the world tomorrow is in 
their hands.1718 
 
Sandoval Vallarta ended his speech addressing the young men and women directly. 
“Señores becarios,” he proclaimed, “go abroad with an open spirit and an unquenchable thirst for 
learning. Whatever contingencies you may face, never forget that you are Mexicans, compatriots 
called to play, with dignity, an important role in the future of your country.”1920  
This section explains how Mexican youth migrants developed their national identities as 
migrants abroad. This process actually began before students departed for the United States, as 
the speech given at this send-off ceremony makes clear. Scholarship-granting institutions, 
echoed by the Mexican and U.S. presses, regularly praised Mexicans going abroad to study. 
Newspapers published the names of scholarship winners and announced where they would study 
in the United States. After this particular ceremony, the official newspaper El Nacional 
published an editorial that declared that each Mexican becario, “upon returning to the Patria, 
surer of themselves, with broader horizons, has powerfully contributed to cultivating science and 
arts in our land.” Scholarships, the editors insisted, could prepare “studious youth…to occupy 
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México en el mundo” 
18 “Primeros becados a EE.UU,” El Nacional, October 25, 1942. In NARA, RG 59, Decimal File 1940, 
Box 3836. 
19 “Señor becarios, permitidme que os diga: id al extranjero con el espíritu abierto y con ansia inagotable 
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jamás que sois mexicanos, compatriotas llamados a desempeñar dignamente un papel importante para el 
porvenir de vuestra patria. A su tiempo regresad a vuestro hogar y poned sin tasa vuestros conocimientos 
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positions of greater responsibility for the Country’s benefit.”2122 Because study abroad 
represented the opportunity to make a singular contribution to the homeland, educational 
migration actually conferred greater patriotic merit. As we saw in chapter 1, prior to 1940, some 
voices in Mexico argued that study abroad put a young person’s mexicanidad in jeopardy. 
During the mid-twentieth century, such fears had no place in public discourse. Studying in the 
United States could enhance, not diminish, a student’s Mexican identity. 
For students aspiring to scholarships, harnessing this narrative of patriotic migration 
could help make their case to selection committees. When writing letters of recommendation for 
scholarship candidates, Mexican men of prominence did more than vouch for the student’s good 
family or general merit as they would have done in the 1920s and 1930s, as I showed in chapter 
2. Instead, they were careful to link the candidates’ studies with future advantages for Mexico. 
When Aarón Sáenz, a well-known politician and businessman, recommended Raúl Pérez Herrera 
for a scholarship in 1944, he affirmed that the scholarship would be “of great benefit both for 
himself and for his country.”23 On his application for a scholarship offered by the city of New 
York, 23-year-old chemical engineer Jorge Martín Ruiz Jiménez emphasized his patriotic 
ambitions because the questions posed in the application required him to do so. “Will the studies 
that you wish to carry out in New York City be of value in your patria?” asked the application, 
and “When you return to your patria, will you be able to practically apply the knowledge 
acquired in your studies in New York City?” In formulating his answers, he affirmed the 
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nationalistic motives of his study of water treatment and purification.24 In a separate letter, he 
claimed that he was “capable of fully taking advantage of any aid offered to me, for the good of 
my Country.”2526 The possibility of contributing to the nation was not limited students pursuing 
scientific knowledge. A young Jorge Ibargüengoitia, who would go on to become an acclaimed 
author, wrote when applying for a Rockefeller Foundation scholarship to study playwriting in the 
United States, “I am not only interested in me alone, but in Mexican theatre as a Whole.”27 
Mexican students and those who supported them eagerly reproduced the notion that U.S.-
educated Mexicans had a crucial part to play in their country’s future. Their individual successes, 
even when discussed privately, were framed in national terms. A common compliment to 
Mexican students, uttered in this case by a professor of his advisee’s work, was, “he was a credit 
to Mexico.”28 
To be sure, nationalist justifications for study abroad served an instrumental purpose for 
the applicant. But Mexican students also spoke about their contributions to Mexico in situations 
when no scholarship was at stake. As UCLA graduate student Hilda Espinosa told a researcher 
during a 1953 interview, she was unashamed of her love for Mexico even if others found 
nationalism “old-fashioned,” and she saw her advanced education as a way “to do something to 
                                                 
24 New York City Committee for Latin American Scholarships, Inc., “Formulario de la solicitud de beca,” 
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País y prestigio de mi Universidad” 
26 Jorge Martín Ruiz to New York Committee for Latin American Scholarships, December 23, 1941. 
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27 Jorge Ibargüengoitia, “Informal Biography,” May 17, 1955. RAC, RF, RG 10.1, Series 323-E, Box 
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28 “Evaluation of Graduate Study,” July 8, 1968 [author illegible]. RAC, RF, RG 10.1, Series 323-E, Box 





develop myself, and do something for my society, my country.”29 Along with fellow Mexican 
students, Espinosa was convinced of her own importance for the homeland, which imbued a 
sense of mission and transcendence to study abroad. Students even cultivated this patriotism in 
each other during informal gatherings of Mexican students. The chemistry student Estela 
Sánchez Quintanar (born 1933), who met her future husband, also Mexican, while both were 
studying at the University of Wisconsin in the early 1960s, told me in 2016 that their shared 
commitment to their country had brought the couple together. The other Mexican students in 
Sánchez Quintanar’s coterie talked often of the future and what they hoped to achieve when they 
went back to Mexico; as they discussed, those goals were what had motivated them to travel 
abroad in the first place.30  
Antonio Madero Bracho recalled a gathering of Boston-area Mexican students around 
1960 and meeting a young Mexican man studying at MIT. The MIT student asked Madero 
Bracho for a good place to go skiing. Madero Bracho replied with “una regañada fuertísima [a 
very harsh scolding]”: “You’re an imbecile. You came to study in MIT, a great institution, and 
your parents are paying for this, and it costs a lot of money. It’s very important for your country. 
Forget about skiing, and focus on what you have to do.”3132 Madero Bracho policed his 
classmate’s priorities, arguing that elite leisure had no importance compared to his patriotic duty, 
even though neither young man studied at the expense of the Mexican government. 
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These conversations about their commitment to nation and their purpose as students 
abroad occurred when Mexican students came together to share their common language, cuisine, 
and cultural repertoire. Estela Sánchez Quintanar spent most of her free time with the five or six 
other Mexican students on the University of Wisconsin campus. When any of them traveled to 
Chicago, where the nearest Mexican consulate was located, for paperwork, the student would 
bring back chicharrón, tortillas, or other Mexican food to Wisconsin. “Éramos felices haciendo 
fiesta con tres tortillas [We were happy to throw a party if we had three tortillas],” laughed 
Sánchez in 2016.33 The chance to share their home cuisine was surely all the more welcome 
given that many Mexican students found U.S. ingredients and dishes less than appetizing.34 They 
also enjoyed speaking Spanish together, taking a break from the English they used in their 
studies.35 René Solís, who attended Harvard Business School in the mid-1950s, recalls that 
Mexican students from all of the parts of the university got together to eat, talk about courses, 
and celebrate birthdays and holidays like Mexican Independence.36 Antonio Madero Bracho 
remembers Mexican students from several Boston-area colleges getting together monthly when 
he attended Harvard from 1959-1961, and he met several lifelong friends on these occasions. The 
gatherings were organized by an older Mexican woman from Monterrey, Conchita Zambrano, 
who was married to a professor at MIT. She regularly invited Mexican students for dinner at her 
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home, and she served Mexican food to them.37 As these recollections suggest, Mexican students 
reaffirmed their nationality while abroad through their practices of sociability. 
Figure 6. The yearbook photograph of the Club de México at the University of Texas, 1948. 
 
Source: University of Texas, Cactus, 1948, p. 288. 
Formal associations of Mexican students, mostly university-specific, served as a site to 
publicly perform Mexican identities. At the University of Texas, home to the Club de México, 
Mexican students were so united as to be exclusive (see Figure 6).38 In 1948, students from other 
Latin American countries told sociologist Rosemary Whitaker that the members of the Club de 
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México were “nationalistic and cliquish.”39 Their activities were mostly recreational: organizing 
gatherings, fielding intramural sports teams, and arranging some guest lectures, with the 
objective of “integrating Mexican students into life on campus.” Mexican club sociability was 
similarly oriented toward leisure elsewhere in the country. In 1946, a group that called itself the 
Association of Mexican Students of New York City organized a black-tie ball at the International 
House near Columbia’s campus. The event would feature a live band and included a special 
ceremony with the Mexican flag. Several Mexican diplomats were expected to attend as guests 
of honor, including the Mexican ambassador Antonio Espinosa de los Monteros, who had 
studied in the United States himself in the 1920s.40 Archival traces of these formal Mexican 
clubs are few, so it is difficult to know more about their day-to-day activities. 
To be sure, Mexican students’ social networks included many non-Mexicans as well. In 
part, this owed to the relatively small numbers of Mexican students enrolled in any given 
university (the University of Texas is exceptional). For example, at Stanford University, between 
1940 and 1962 there were between six and 15 Mexican students enrolled each year (see Table 
11). In 1968, only a handful of Mexican students could be found in entire U.S. states: New 
Jersey had six; Nevada had just two (see Table 9 for data for other states).41 María Lourdes de la 
Isla Serrano, studying in Minnesota in the 1950s, told me that she was even “a novelty as a 
Mexican” in a region with few migrants from her country of any kind.42 With limited 
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opportunities for Mexican or even Latin American sociability, it is no surprise that Mexican 
students also formed friendships with U.S. American students. In a 1952 interview, UCLA 
student Jaime Castrejón stated that his fellow students respected him more because he had come 
to the United States from another country, and his foreignness gave him “some prestige.” 
Learning that he was Mexican, fellow students would ask him about different places in Mexico 
and “about Mexican movies and bull fights and things like that” while others asked more about 
social conditions and politics.43 Some Mexican students consciously avoided other Spanish 
speakers to get more of a chance to practice English.44 Though Mexican students often gravitated 
toward other Mexicans, they did not necessarily isolate themselves from the rest of the university 
community. 
As esteemed stand-ins for the nation, Mexican students were objects of curiosity and 
interest. In one case, a graduate student formally represented Mexico: in 1946, Gloria González 
Garza y Vásquez Tagle was appointed vice-consul in Boston to allow her to simultaneously 
study political science at Wellesley with a scholarship (see Figure 7).45 The Christian Science 
Monitor published a portrait of González Garza, noting that the young diplomat sported 
“sweaters, tweeds, socks, and saddle oxfords.”46 Her youth, gender, and student status made her 
appointment newsworthy, granting her public visibility as a modern emissary of Mexico.  
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44 UCLA student Concepción Reza tried not to spend too much time with other Spanish-speaking students 
to increase her opportunities to practice English. See Interview with Concepción Reza, October 3, 1952, 
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45 González Garza would later marry Jesús Reyes Heroles, who held important political posts from the 
1960s-1980s, including Secretary of Education. See Camp, Mexican Political Biographies, 1935-2009, 
795. 






Figure 7. Gloria González Garza y Vásquez Tagle, Wellesley College graduate student and 
Mexican Vice-Consul in Boston, 1946 
 
Source: Christian Science Monitor, December 19, 1946, p. 4. 
While most Mexican students represented their nation unofficially, their role as 
ambassadors was widely recognized. As a professor at the University of California-Davis praised 
a newly-minted Ph.D. in agricultural science whom he had supervised, “both he and his wife 





something the professor had observed during social and professional interactions with the 
Mexican couple.47 In other cases, Mexican students represented their country in public settings. 
Local civic or religious groups throughout the United States regularly invited Mexican students 
to speak or perform at Mexican- or Latin American-themed events. In small towns where 
Mexican diplomats or artists might never set foot, students from a local college took on the role 
of spokespeople. 
For example, in 1941, the Phidian Art Club of Lena, Illinois organized a Mexican 
banquet and had Laura Molina, a student at nearby Frances Shimer College, deliver “a short talk 
about her native land” that “delighted her audience with her vivid picture of Mexico” and 
impressed her listeners with her “very pleasing personality.”48 Besides getting one’s name in the 
newspapers, these connections to community groups could produce tangible benefits to students. 
U.S. associations awarded their own scholarships, as did the Junior Women’s Club in Clearfield, 
Pennsylvania in 1943 when they granted an award to Elsa Pérez, a Mexican student at 
Pennsylvania State College. The local newspaper report announcing this event took care to 
highlight Pérez’s “brilliant” academic achievements in Mexico at the Universidad Autónoma de 
Nuevo León and at her U.S. institution, where she studied chemical engineering.49 The 
scholarship served as a link between the student and local communities which could then call 
upon the young Mexicans they sponsored to speak on behalf of their country. In 1947, a Mexican 
winner of a Rotary Club scholarship who studied at Southern Illinois University gave a speech 
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that was covered in detail in the local paper. Conscious of his role as a cultural ambassador, he 
declared that “hatred for the people of the United States had been changed to a love for them 
through association with them, and advanced his own case as evidence that peace in the world 
could be accomplished through a mutual understanding of humanity’s problems.” He criticized 
anti-U.S. discourse in the Mexican education system and explained that his own contact with 
people of the United States had led him to form a different opinion.50 As distinguished guests of 
groups of middle-class, professional U.S. citizens, students confirmed their own status as social 
peers of their audiences. Mexican students, both men and women, could harness narratives of 
hemispheric friendship to further elevate their role as unofficial ambassadors their nation. 
These civic events were reported in the local press, publicizing Mexican students’ 
opinions and trumpeting their accomplishments to a reading public beyond those who had 
actually attended the event. In some cases, the media directly sought out Mexican students for an 
interview, such as the profile of vice consul attending Wellesley College discussed above. In 
1943, Mexican architecture student Miguel Ángel Quevedo spoke over the airwaves on a New 
York radio station’s weekly program “Hello, Our South American Neighbor.”51 Quevedo was 
featured on a half-hour broadcast of the show on WYNC for the installment “Hello, Mexico.” 
Quevedo’s “interview” was scripted and was written by the show’s U.S. host, though it is 
possible that some of his dialogue was based on Quevedo’s own remarks in a preparatory 
meeting several days before the broadcast.52 
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The show included Mexican music, some information about Mexican history, geography, 
and culture, and many references to Mexico-U.S. friendship and the nature of their current 
wartime alliance. Student Quevedo was announced as the “guest-envoy from Mexico” who 
served as a “guide” as the program evoked “the gay Mexico that laughs and dances, the Mexico 
of the Indians, the real Mexico that is a fighting United Nation.”53 The script both critiqued and 
reinforced U.S. stereotypes about Mexico through the conversation with Quevedo. The script had 
Quevedo correct some outdated U.S. ideas about gender relations in Mexico and misperceptions 
about Mexican food.54 Also, the announcer admitted to the young interviewee: 
I’m a little bit disappointed in you, Senor [sic] Quevedo. Now don’t take offense, senor 
[…] when I heard we had a visitor from Mexico I sort of expected a dashing caballero 
with a wide sombrero, with tight-fitting, silver-embroidered trousers, and maybe he’d be 
riding a Mexican horse. But you haven’t any overgrown hat […] you’re dressed exactly 
as any New Yorker would dress. 
 
Quevedo affirmed that urban Mexicans indeed wore modern clothing and that his 
country’s capital was “really quite a cosmopolitan place,” but he reassured the announcer that if 
he sought “the strange and exotic” it still existed in Mexico in the form of ancient ruins.55 To the 
radio audience, Quevedo’s scripted testimony about his home country was a valued source of 
information about the real Mexico. For the WNYC producers, Quevedo’s participation as a bona 
fide Mexican lent their program credibility and interest. While “the enormous vogue of things 
Mexican” had first blossomed in the 1920s and 1930s among artists, radicals, and intellectuals in 
the United States, the stakes of cultivating international friendship with Mexico were much 
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higher during the Second World War: Mexico was a strategic ally.56 During the Cold War, 
Mexico remained an important partner for the United States. 
By the 1950s, U.S. enthusiasm for Mexican students’ performative work had become 
well known to Mexicans familiar with the experience of studying abroad. Before María de 
Lourdes de la Isla Serrano left for the University of Minnesota in 1955, people in Mexico told 
her to be sure that she knew some Mexican regional folkdances. De la Isla was not a professional 
dancer but an agronomist pursuing a Master of Science in plant pathology. When she reached her 
new institution, they said, people would ask her to perform them, and this prediction turned out 
to be right: she was asked to present a Mexican dance during an international festival. Later, de 
la Isla Serrano even asked her family back in Mexico to send her some traditional outfits to use 
for these performances.57 If the nature of these requested representations was invariably 
essentialist or stereotyped, the fact that students, administrators, and local residents believed that 
Mexican students embodied and spoke for their country granted these student migrants a 
privileged status. 
Middle-Class Precarity: The Uncertainty of Everyday Life for Mexican Student Migrants 
For many students, moving to the United States meant a drop in their standard of living, 
leaving them unable to consume goods and services in accordance with the class norms of their 
social group in Mexico. UCLA student Nelly Benveniste explained that she and her husband 
could not enjoy the same leisure activities that she would have had in Mexico because they could 
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not afford a car and found public transportation in Los Angeles to be difficult to use.58 At the 
University of Iowa, Lauro Bucio remembers surviving on sandwiches and raw eggs; though his 
family was not wealthy, he undoubtedly ate better at home.59 Edmundo Flores, a student of 
economics at the University of Wisconsin in the 1940s, combined his studies with various jobs. 
When he was paid, he wrote in his diary of the “several things that have given me some security 
and comfort”: a typewriter, various pieces of clothing, a bicycle, an expensive hat that he deemed 
an example of “conspicuous consumption,” books, records, and a luxurious coat for his mother 
in Mexico.60 Not a scholarship, but a lucrative job with the U.S. federal government, had yielded 
the funds necessary for him to purchase what he felt necessary to display his middle-class status. 
Still, a few months later, Flores nonetheless called his economic situation “chronic penury” in 
comparison to the families of other university students.61 
The class background of Mexican students in the United States – a difficult matter to 
assess even for the relatively well-documented scholarship recipients, as we saw in the previous 
chapter – is even harder to generalize about for the overall Mexican student population, for 
which data are scarce. Anthropologist Ralph L. Beals and his team, studying Mexican students in 
the United States in the early 1950s, acknowledged that they had struggled to classify students by 
class origins and admitted that their determinations, based on their interviews, were “fallible.”62 
Still, U.S. midcentury observers of student migration trends had reached one consensus: not all 
Mexican students came from elite families, something that was apparently frequently and 
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erroneously assumed by others in the United States. Studying abroad in the postwar era, a U.S. 
scholar explained, was no longer restricted to the wealthiest Mexican families nor was it 
“primarily a device for maintaining or establishing family social status.” Instead, “the sons and 
daughters of middle-class families” hoped and could even aspire to study abroad for two reasons: 
to improve their personal job prospects and to contribute to Mexico’s development.63 Beals 
found that about 40 percent of students “were wholly supported in their studies […] by their 
families,” about a quarter had scholarships, and about a third worked.64 Despite methodological 
shortcomings acknowledged by Beals in his monograph, this finding suggests the range of 
financial situations among Mexican students.65 In fact, students cobbled together their funding 
from multiple sources, combining scholarships, work, and family assistance. Though UCLA 
student Concepción Reza had a scholarship in 1952, she asked her parents for additional money 
when she could not cover her expenses. Still, she preferred to dip into her own savings from her 
year working in Mexico than to rely upon her parents.66 As the daughter of a professional, Reza 
had had the opportunity to save income and remained able to rely upon parental support, an 
experience probably typical of scholarship recipients.  
                                                 
63 James G. Maddox, “Mexicans Study Abroad,” Mexico City, January 7, 1957, p. 1. Columbia 
University Rare Books and Manuscripts Library, Columbia University Archives, Frank Tannenbaum 
Papers, Series IV, Box 40. 
64 Beals and Humphrey, No Frontier to Learning. The Mexican Student in the United States, 36–37; Van 
Ditmar found that nearly a third were supported by their parents while the rest supported themselves with 
work or scholarships, but her data are not disaggregated by country of origin. See Eva van Ditmar, “Latin 
American Students in United States Universities, an Exploratory Study” (Ph.D. diss., University of 
California, Los Angeles, 1967), 41. 
65 These included “the small number of students that could be interviewed [...] and the lack of systematic 
sampling mean that generalizations about the frequency of different reactions and their determinants can 
be misleading.” See Beals and Humphrey, No Frontier to Learning. The Mexican Student in the United 
States, v. 
66 Interview with Concepción Reza, November 21, 1952, pp. 14-15. SI, NAA, Ralph Beals Papers, Box 





However, other scholarship recipients whose families could not help them in this way had 
to seek extra income through their own labor or institutional connections. In the 1940s, Edmundo 
Flores worked part-time in a factory in Madison, Wisconsin, earning 60 cents per hour, while he 
was studying for a Master’s degree in economics at the university.67 Later, he took a job as a 
waiter since it paid better than the factory position. Only after that was he able to obtain a form 
of a scholarship by having his salary from the Ministry of Agriculture, his previous employer, 
restored to him, which allowed him more time to spend studying.68 Nevertheless, he still sought 
opportunities to work. In 1945, his advisor helped him obtain a summer position as an inspector 
for the War Food Administration working with braceros employed in Wisconsin.69 
Unlike Edmundo Flores, some Mexican students undertook studies in the United States 
with reliable funding, such as those becarios financed by the Rockefeller Foundation (RF). While 
these were known to be the most generous scholarships available, medical and other unexpected 
expenses could easily use up students’ resources. In these situations, their primary recourse was 
to make further requests to the RF. Reflecting on his time at the University of California-Davis, 
one becario considered his monthly stipend to be generally adequate for him and his wife, but he 
noted, “there was a time in which I had to spend two thirds of my income in [sic] another pair of 
glasses and Dentist but besides those occasions we didn’t have big problems.”70 RF becarios 
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could sometimes secure help from the RF for hospital fees, but this financial support was not 
guaranteed.71  
Students with large families seem to have struggled in particular. When a becario 
studying at the University of Missouri, requested assistance to cover costs related to doctor’s 
visits for his five children as well as prenatal care and delivery for his youngest child, born 
during his fellowship, the RF made clear that any payment they provided was on a strictly 
discretionary basis; regular prenatal and pediatric care was not covered by his fellowship.72 In 
another case, a doctoral candidate in economics studying at the University of Colorado arrived in 
1967 with his wife and six children. Though the RF officer seemed to expect the stipend to be 
insufficient for the family, the becario “said he had paid for his car and apartment furnishings 
from his own funds but was now able to manage […] he did not in any way indicate that he was 
having special problems.”73 Later, though, the becario wrote to the RF requesting assistance with 
bills of $450 to a local dentist, which he had covered by seeking a loan from the Leo S. Rowe 
Pan American Fund; this loan, offered to Latin American students through Rowe’s estate, now 
needed to be paid (Rowe, an early U.S. supporter of academic exchange with Latin America, is 
mentioned in chapter 1).74 
Some students relied upon their scholarships to support not only themselves but also the 
individuals in their care. While the RF routinely provided funding for wives and children, 
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becarios’ commitments sometimes included other family members who did not join them in the 
United States but nonetheless depended on their income. As a condition of departing Mexico to 
study theater in the United States, Jorge Ibargüengoitia requested additional funding from the RF 
beyond his own stipend to support his mother and aunt at home.75 Others used the single 
scholarship to send money to their parents in Mexico: Bucio, sponsored by the RF in the early 
1950s, sent money back home to his mother from his scholarship.76 Like Edmundo Flores, the 
economics student who used his summer earnings to purchase a luxurious coat for his mother in 
Mexico, any income in dollars could ultimately become a migrant’s remittance. Student 
migrants, then, could sometimes rely upon their families in Mexico for extra financial support, 
and in other cases, their families represented an additional expense. In the former case, students 
enjoyed a greater ability to consume according to middle-class standards, while in the latter, 
students’ lifestyle could be threatened by unexpected financial emergencies. This dependence 
upon benefactors contributed to the fragility of their status. 
To understand how student migrants’ intimate ties represented an opportunity for security 
that placed limits on their autonomy, I discuss a case of binational quasi-family formation in 
which a Californian couple informally adopted a Mexican student, inviting him to live in their 
home and covering all of his expenses while he attended the University of California-Berkeley. 
In this remarkable example, we see dynamics of nation, race, and social class play out between 
the family members, comprising two “parental figures,” Alvin and Darley Gordon, and their 
“son,” Pablo Velásquez Gallardo (depicted in Figure 8). In 1941, the Gordons, a filmmaker 
couple based in the California Bay Area, traveled to Michoacán to shoot a documentary on rural 
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education, and during this trip, they met Velásquez, a young educator and Purépecha speaker 
who was serving as an interpreter for the crew. Velásquez was born in 1920 in the town of 
Charapan, Michoacán, but by the time he met the Gordons, he had expanded his horizons 
considerably beyond his home village; he studied at the Instituto Politécnico Nacional with a 
scholarship and worked with anthropologists and rural teachers back in Michoacán.77 Velásquez 
told the Gordons that he wished to study in the United States to specialize in education in order 
to help his fellow Purépechas, but he claimed U.S. scholarships were unavailable for rural youth 
such as himself.78 The Gordons decided to aid the ambitious Velásquez, explaining the broad 
purpose of their sponsorship as a way to improve understanding between Mexico and the United 
States. They paid for him to study English in Mexico, then paid for his travel to California, and 
provided him food and lodging in their home while he studied at the University of California at 
Berkeley, where he would earn an Associate of Arts degree in 1943.  
The Gordons’ memoir details Velásquez’s gradual improvement in English, his academic 
progress, his blossoming social relationships, and his adjustment to “modern” attire, home life, 
and culture. Though described as a personal, cultural transformation, these adjustments could 
also be described in terms of social mobility: the Gordons were a middle-class family who 
transmitted their patterns of consumption to their ward. Velásquez’s apparent appreciation for 
the American way of life, including strong statements of support for the United States as it 
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entered into the Second World War, indicated to the Gordons that when he returned to Mexico, 
“he would spread the gospel of democracy, as he had learned it.”79 Primarily concerned with 
Velásquez’s cultural adaptation, the Gordons’ political interests aligned with those of U.S. 
scholarship granting institutions of the era as well as researchers like Ralph L. Beals, who 
studied the question of changing attitudes of Mexican students in the United States in the 1950s. 
The memoir, though, makes no claim to ethnographic rigor. Instead, it captures the 
intimate scale of their cultural experiment, as the title’s reference to “our son” makes clear. 
Velásquez’s youthfulness was central to his characterization in the memoir, in which he appears 
as a figure in need of tutelage though not biologically or chronologically immature (the Gordons 
describe him as “already twenty-one, a grown man”).80 In fact, Alvin Gordon was only seven 
years older than Velásquez.81 From the beginning of their relationship, the Gordons treated 
Velásquez as a ward under their protection.82 But the three more formally assumed the 
nomenclature of parents and child only after Velásquez left the Gordons’ home, when he wrote 
and addressed them as “Mama and Papa,” and thereafter the Gordons eagerly referred to him as 
their “son.” The Gordons took his invocation of a parental relationship as a sign of “his deep 
affection” as well as “his dependency.”83 The Gordons concluded their memoir with the words: 
“Yes, ‘Mama’ and ‘Papa’ were satisfied. ‘Our son had become a man.’”84 
                                                 
79 Gordon and Gordon, 142. 
80 Gordon and Gordon, 33. 
81 Gordon was born in 1913, and Velásquez in 1920. See “Deaths,” Washington Post, January 13, 1990, p. 
B6. 
82 In one instance recounted in the memoir, when friends invited the couple out to eat, Alvin Gordon tried 
to decline saying “we’ve got to get back and get the kid some dinner.” See Gordon and Gordon, Our Son, 
Pablo, 74. 
83 Gordon and Gordon, 154–55. 






Figure 8. Pablo Velásquez Gallardo, as painted by a woman who met him at in a class at UC 
Berkeley, c. 1943 
 
Source: dust cover, Our Son, Pablo. See also pp. 148-151. 
This unequal bond was also marked by class and national hierarchies, for the education 
and guidance the Gordons provided was specifically U.S. American middle-class. As the 
Gordons’ adopted son, Velásquez had access to resources and security that far exceeded what 





expenses. The memoir narrates the instruction provided by the Gordons in navigating middle-
class life, from how to use modern appliances to how to save his allowance. Velásquez also 
joined the Gordons’ social circles and formed his own network as a student at Berkeley. But his 
arrangement had strings attached. When the Gordons visited Velásquez in Mexico after he had 
completed his studies, they sought to control his behavior by telling him, “we’ve got an 
investment in you of time and money and love […] everything that has been invested in you, 
both by yourself and us, has been for the ultimate end of making you a leader in every sense of 
the word […] an educated diplomat who can stand up intelligently for his own and his people’s 
rights.”85 Even if their unequal relationship could be described in the affective terms of parent 
and child, it was also transactional. For the Gordons to earn the desired return on their 
investment, they insisted upon Velásquez’ continued obeisance. For Velásquez to maintain their 
financial sponsorship and the lifestyle that it allowed him, he had to perform the role of “son.” 
After his time with the Gordons as described in the memoir, Velásquez managed to return 
to the United States for study several more times. In the early 1950s, he returned to Berkeley, 
once again sponsored by the Gordons, but there was some kind of falling out that ended their 
relationship.86 It seems that Velásquez was able to transfer to the University of California at Los 
Angeles, perhaps because of his existing connection to Ralph L. Beals, the anthropologist then 
overseeing a study of Mexican students in the United States. Velásquez became a participant in 
Beals’ study, and in his interviews, he narrated a distinct version of his experiences as a student 
migrant that emphasized his own agency and made scarce mention of the Gordons.87 For 
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example, he described his decision to attend Berkeley in terms of seeking out the best program in 
anthropology, while the Gordons wrote of choosing the university for Velásquez as the nearest 
institution to their home.88 He left UCLA earlier than expected under murky circumstances, 
returning to Mexico to continue working as an anthropologist.89 Velásquez ultimately 
transitioned to a career in library science, and he earned a degree in this field at Columbia 
University in 1958. In the early 1960s, by then a mid-career professional, he became an RF 
becario, returning to the United States for further training in library science.90 Having started his 
U.S. education as a quasi-son, Velásquez’s last U.S. sojourn took the form of an institutionalized 
sponsorship. 
Pablo Velásquez’s experience with the Gordon family was unusual, and as an indigenous 
Mexican of rural extraction, he was an atypical student migrant, too. Yet a newspaper report 
from 1963 suggests that at least one other U.S. family informally adopted a Mexican student. 
The article describes how, Mrs. Robbin Anderson of Austin, Texas, a member of the local 
International Hospitality Committee, became acquainted with Benito Noyola, a new student at 
the University of Texas from Mexico City: “Dispensing smiles, coffee and cookies at the 
International Center on the campus, Mrs. Anderson met Benito … who needed a blanket. She 
offered to loan one. They talked at length. She decided that the Andersons would like to have 
him as their ‘boy’ to entertain.” Like the Gordons, Mrs. Anderson’s abstract interest in 
international understanding led her to welcome an individual Mexican youth into her domestic 
realm, offering Benito Noyola both familial sociability and care. Over a few years, Noyola 
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formed a friendship with the entire Anderson clan, and then he introduced his own parents, 
visiting from Mexico, to the Andersons. In 1963, the Noyola family even sent a younger son to 
stay with the Andersons and attend sixth grade in Austin.91 Noyola’s visibility as a representative 
of Mexico garnered him fictive kin in the United States who provided parental care for him and 
his own real family members. While these friendships with U.S. citizens offered tangible benefits 
to Mexican students, sources like this newspaper report and the Gordons’ memoirs can only hint 
at students’ experiences of dependency and unequal politics of the host family. 
These cases suggest the restrictions faced by all Mexican students who relied upon family 
support: imbricated in relationships that subordinated them to parents or parental figures, they 
could be cared for but also disciplined. However, the rich records of the Rockefeller Foundation 
scholarships leave no doubt that institutional sponsorship could be paternalist, as well. 
Rockefeller program officers and scientists closely supervised their scholarship recipients: did 
they earn high marks? Was their research moving efficiently? Were they well adapted to the 
United States? If they asked for additional funding, was the request appropriate? Yet scholarship 
files, cited throughout this chapter, reveal the paternalist logic from the Rockefeller Foundation’s 
perspective more than they show how recipients experienced this multifaceted surveillance and 
support. What the case of the Gordons and Pablo Velásquez, as well as the Andersons’ 
“adoption” of Benito Noyola, illustrate in greater detail are the familial structures of power upon 
which Rockefeller officials drew when interacting with Mexican students. 
However, these paternalistic sources of support represented only one U.S. reaction to the 
presence of Mexican students. Other members of university and local communities did not 
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necessarily perceive student migrants as a group who warranted special treatment. In areas with 
large Mexican and Mexican-American populations, both students and workers from Mexico 
could experience racism. When Nelly Benveniste, a Mexican biologist of Sephardic Jewish 
parents, and her Costa Rican-Mexican husband sought housing near UCLA in 1950, a landlord 
withdrew an offer to rent them an apartment when he learned of their nationalities. In fact, a 
white professor aiding them in their housing search specifically advised the couple, “you’d better 
not tell them you’re Mexican.” When they finally secured a place to live, they lied to the 
landlady and told her that they were Costa Rican, perhaps because this Central American 
nationality struck white Americans as exotic rather than as racially inferior.92 
Prejudice against working-class Mexican migrants could extend to students. According to 
sociologist Rosemary LaRue Whitaker, author of a 1948 study of Latin American students at the 
University of Texas, “the average resident of Texas thinks of ‘the Mexican’ in terms of a 
stereotyped image of poor Mexican Indians” associated with low-status, seasonal agricultural 
labor. Thus, Whitaker explained, “the average Texas student views the student from Mexico in 
terms of the same stereotype and extends the same prejudices and discriminations to visiting 
students and Mexican laborers alike.”93 In fact, anti-Mexican prejudice affected students from all 
over Latin America, and the respondents to Whitaker’s survey expressed bitter disappointment 
with the racism and ignorance they had encountered at the University of Texas in the late 
1940s.94  
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A young man who studied at UT at this time even suggested that “everybody knows that 
the Texans discriminated against Mexicans” in an explicitly racial way, excluding on the basis of 
“facial looks and color” and not because of the appearance of poverty. For this student, his white 
appearance (he claimed Spanish ancestry) thus served as a shield from discrimination when he 
was in Texas; he did not “look like [a Mexican]” and his accent was deemed “German.”95 Even 
in establishments that specifically excluded Mexican customers, he was still served and treated 
with respect while those he described as “obviously Mexican” patrons were refused service. 
When the student pointed out to the white server that he, too, was Mexican, the Anglo Texan 
replied, “Oh, but you are not actually a Mexican, you are a white Mexican.”96 
The case of Pablo Velásquez Gallardo, the Purépecha student “adopted” by the Gordon 
family in the California Bay Area, offers an interesting counterpoint. The Gordons felt 
comfortable bringing Velásquez to Berkeley because they believed the supposedly liberal, 
unprejudiced attitudes there would ensure that their ward would not face discrimination.97 
Velásquez reported to have only experienced racial prejudice once while in the United States, 
when he was mistaken for a U.S. “Indian” at a bar by a police officer. At the time, U.S. law 
prohibited the sale of alcohol to Native Americans. Once Velásquez explained that he was a 
“Mexican Indian” and showed the officer his documents, he was free to continue drinking.98 In 
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this case, while racialized as “Indian,” his Mexican nationality actually protected him from 
exclusion. 
In addition, Mexican students experienced the everyday racist slights that revealed U.S. 
Americans’ low opinion of Mexico and its people. Concepción Reza, a student of economics at 
UCLA in the early 1950s, described her peers’ complete ignorance about her country of origin. 
She fielded questions such as “‘Do you have telephones in Mexico?’ ‘Do you have cars in 
Mexico?’ ‘What kind of clothes do you wear in Mexico?’” One classmate, she was amazed, 
“didn’t even know where Mexico was!”99 These questions betrayed the persistence of 
stereotypes of Mexico as a place devoid of modernity or wealth; for some U.S. observers, 
“middle-class” and “Mexican” were incompatible identities. In the 1960s, one administrator who 
worked with foreign students in Southern California narrated the following incident in a 
professional periodical as a kind of cautionary tale: “A student from Mexico—an educated 
young man of fine parentage […] was rightfully indignant when asked if many other Mexican 
students also wore shoes.” This offensive question had been asked by a “U.S. student who lived 
in a state which borders on Mexico.” The administrator averred that the question was not 
intended as a joke or insult “but obviously because the American student had not known enough 
Mexicans to learn that a great number have as high a standard of living as he, and that surely 
many have had a more rounded education.”100 
For their part, Mexican students saw themselves as categorically unlike working-class 
Mexican migrants. During his summer job as a supervisor for braceros in Wisconsin in 1945, 
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graduate student Edmundo Flores tried to protect the temporary workers under his charge but did 
not see them as his equals. Though most of the braceros were about his age, he referred to them 
condescendingly as “his” braceros and described his job as “pastoreando [herding] braceros.”101 
He witnessed the racism to which they were subject, and he was sympathetic to their struggles.102 
In the early 1950s, when a graduate student interviewer pressed UCLA student Concepción Reza 
on her views of working-class Mexican immigrants and Mexican-Americans in the United 
States, she supposed that their humble class origins in Mexico and their “very low standard of 
living” in the United States led to the discrimination they faced in the United States, as well as 
U.S. prejudice “against darker colored peoples.” But she said the “fault” for this discrimination 
against Mexican immigrants and their descendants was “in part our own,” that is Mexico’s, 
“because we don’t take care of those people.”103 Distancing herself from other Mexicans in the 
United States, Reza expressed only elitist concern for other migrants. Other Mexican students 
evinced straightforward, racialized antipathy. Reza’s UCLA classmate Ismael Ortiz described 
another student on campus, originally from Monterrey, who had been in the United States for 
several years. Ortiz professed not to “like him very much.” When asked why, he said, “He looks 
uneducated and […] low, at least for me […] he’s dark and he has curly hair […] he’s shorter 
than I am […] I thought this boy sometimes was trying to give the impression that he is really 
Americanized, and I don’t see why he has to do that […] for me I think it is nicer […] if a 
Mexican try to behave himself like a Mexican.”104 Ortiz set up a sharp dichotomy that linked true 
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mexicanidad to an elite, cultured profile with a European appearance. On the other side, his 
classmate was a racial other with culturally hybrid behavior. 
As part of university communities where they socialized with other students and middle-
class, white U.S. citizens, most Mexican students did not often interact with working-class 
Mexicans in the United States. Edmundo Flores, who worked for the War Food Administration 
and supervised braceros, was exceptional in this regard. In his role as their advocate, Flores 
found that he could be “taken” for one of his charges, as he experienced when he accompanied 
some braceros to the Mexican consul in Chicago: 
Burnt by the summer sun, and wearing boots, denim jeans, a shirt, and a grubby jacket, I 
looked just like the rest [of the braceros]. Once inside the consul’s office, I asked to speak 
with the consul and was told in a very unfriendly tone to shut my mouth and sit on the 
floor, where a large number of braceros were waiting. I obeyed and began talking with 
them. I soon learned that the consul charged for repatriating them and extracted bribes 
under any pretext. When I spoke with [the consul], I revealed my identity to him and 
threatened to denounce him, but he was not upset. He invited me to a nearby bar and 
there, as we had a few drinks, tried to soften me up […] and he told me, cynically, that 
the presence of so many braceros damaged his image and that he wasn’t invited to as 
many cocktail parties as before.105106 
Flores described how his middle-class, student identity was obscured by wearing the 
clothes of a worker, adding that his temporarily-darker skin color only added to the confusion. In 
this encounter with Mexican officials in the United States, Flores received the same mistreatment 
as a bracero might. But Flores believed that this discrimination was a mistake that could be 
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“revealed” by explaining who he really was. The consul confirmed that Mexican students were 
of a distinct category, rapidly treating young Flores as an equal. The consul then confided to him 
the motivation for his disdain toward Mexican workers: being associated with braceros 
threatened his own class status in the United States. Both the Mexican student and government 
worker occupied a fraught position, perpetuating racialized class prejudice against working-class 
Mexicans even though they, too, could be victims of anti-Mexican hatred in the United States. 
The worry that they would not be seen for what they “really” were – distinguished young 
Mexicans destined to play a role in their country’s future – shaped Mexican students’ 
expectations for their return home, too. UCLA student Ismael Ortiz recognized that having left 
his job in Mexico the year before could have cost him opportunities to advance at home.107 
Concepción Reza believed that her gender could make it more difficult for her to obtain the 
position she wanted in Mexico, telling an interviewer that “they don’t like girls in those kind of 
jobs” higher ranked than a secretary.108 Though students hoped that their studies would bring 
them professional success and middle-class comforts, they expected to face obstacles upon their 
return. 
Above all, Mexican students expressed concern that they would not be able to obtain a 
salary they deemed worthy if they followed a research or teaching-oriented career. For Raúl 
Hernández Peón, his desire to focus on academic physiology rather than practicing medicine 
stemmed, at least in part, from his desire to do something for Mexico. Hernández Peón believed 
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that “Mexico needs more scientists,” and that more educators needed a scientific orientation.109 
Still, when asked if “the political and economic environment” in Mexico was conducive to his 
aspirations, he said no: if he did research, “I would have to starve probably, and the salary of the 
University is ridiculous, is miserable.”110 In an interview in 1952, student Humberto Tiburcio, 
working toward a Master’s degree in meteorology at UCLA, explained that while he wished to 
teach, he knew that professors in Mexico did not earn enough money to sustain themselves with 
their classes alone and maintain a middle-class lifestyle. “I don’t want to be a rich man,” he 
clarified, “but I would like to have a little car to go to work and come back.”111 Biology graduate 
student Nelly Benveniste matter-of-factly stated that the teaching work she expected to find in 
Mexico would “probably be underpaid,” and like Tiburcio, she aspired “to live without luxury, 
but without too many frustrations” and knew that teaching positions would not allow for this.112  
Their concerns may have emerged from their knowledge of what other returning Mexican 
students experienced in this era. In the memoirs of Edmundo Flores, we learn that his time 
outside Mexico had led to the dissolution of his network of contacts, which he believed to be the 
key to obtaining a suitable job. In a letter to a friend written in 1948, he complained: 
The conquest of Mexico is not advancing at the desired rate […] the main problem seems 
to be that no one has heard of me. Every job offer I’ve had has been ridiculous, and the 
most surprising thing is that my would-be bosses get angry when I say turn them down. 
                                                 
109 Interview with Raúl Hernández Peón, October 10, 1952, p. 15. SI, NAA, Ralph Beals Papers, Box 26, 
Folder “CN-17.” 
110 Interview with Raúl Hernández Peón, July 26, 1953, p. 33. SI, NAA, Ralph Beals Papers, Box 26, 
Folder “CN-17.” 
111 Interview with Humberto Tiburcio, October 30, 1952, pp. 11-12. SI, NAA, Ralph Beals Papers, Box 
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They want me to start from the bottom […] As time passes, it will be increasingly 
difficult to enjoy the subtle pleasures of social and political obscurity.113114 
Flores was prone to exaggeration. But his lament features the principal complaint of U.S.-
educated Mexicans: they believed that they deserved higher pay and greater esteem than they 
received. But paradoxically, the very studies that made them expect special treatment had taken 
them away from the professional networks so critical to launching a career. 
One of the students whose worries about low pay in Mexico were cited above, Dr. Raúl 
Hernández Peón, found himself with a different problem than he had anticipated at the end of his 
year at UCLA. He had won a Guggenheim Fellowship, prestigious though not especially well-
funded, and he had been offered a highly-paid position in Oregon for a year’s time. In his notes 
for the Beals project, the young doctor’s interviewer guessed that Hernández Peón “would not 
return to Mexico unless it is on his own terms. He wants a decent salary, well-equipped lab, and 
recognition.”115 For now, the chance of fulfilling these wishes seemed more feasible in the 
United States than at home. Mexican students who found their prospects at home unappealing 
could make use of their connections in the United States. In 1961, Rockefeller becario Aristeo 
Acosta’s advisor at the University of Missouri interceded on his student’s behalf, writing to the 
Rockefeller team in Mexico: 
I am sure that Aristeo would like to resume his work in Mexico, but has been unable thus 
far to obtain a definite commitment from the National Research Institute on (1) adequate 
salary and (2) adequate facilities and support for the type of research he would like to do 
and which would be most helpful to the improvement of Mexican Agriculture…he has 
                                                 
113 “La conquista de México no procede al ritmo deseado […] la dificultad principal parece ser que nadie 
ha oído hablar de mí. Cada oferta de trabajo que he tenido ha sido ridícula, y lo más sorprendente es que 
los candidatos a ser mis patrones se enojan ante mi rechazo. Quieren que comience desde abajo…con el 
pasar del tiempo, va a ser cada día más difícil saborear los sutiles placeres de la obscuridad social y 
política” 
114 Flores, Historias de Edmundo Flores, 1985, 1:379. 
115 Ralph Arellano, note on Interview with Raúl Hernández Peón, July 26, 1953, pp. 1-2. SI, NAA, Ralph 





been asked to return to a somewhat routine plant breeding position and at a salary that is 
basically little, if any more, than the salary that he has received as a Fellow. 
His advisor wished to retain Acosta as a staff member in his own laboratory until an 
appropriate position opened up in Mexico.116 This caused great consternation back in Mexico 
among U.S. researchers and Mexican agricultural officials, who insisted that Acosta’s expertise 
was urgently required and that research conditions were not as bad as Acosta claimed. U.S. 
researcher Norman Borlaug (who would later earn the moniker of the “father of the Green 
Revolution”) criticized Acosta’s “attitude.” A good scientist, he claimed, should be ready “to 
struggle and to sacrifice,” and as a becario Acosta had a “moral obligation” to return to Mexico 
and render his service there. Despite his vehemence, Borlaug acknowledged that “every scientist, 
and every person in the world, should have a right to make a choice as to the type of work he 
wants to do and the place where he wants to do it.”117 Moreover, neither the Rockefeller 
Foundation nor Mexican agricultural officials could actually force Acosta to repatriate, but it 
seems that he did return to Mexico by 1963.118 
Edmundo Flores’ unhappy return, and the attempts of Raúl Hernández Peón and Aristeo 
Acosta to delay their return until they could find better positions, were personal struggles; we 
know about them through their private correspondence. However, a 1952 publication by the 
Banco de México described the problems faced by foreign-educated Mexicans that would later 
acquire national significance. The book analyzed existing scholarship programs for Mexican 
                                                 
116 Emmett L. Pinnell to A.H. Moseman, December 18, 1961. RAC, RF, RG 10.1, Series 323-E, Box 177, 
Folder 2724. 
117 Norman E. Borlaug to E.R. Sears, December 28, 1961. RAC, RF, RG 10.1, Series 323-E, Box 177, 
Folder 2724. 
118 For a 1963 photograph of Acosta and Borlaug together at Chapingo, see Derek Byerlee, “The Birth of 
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agronomists, namely the Banco’s own program and that of Rockefeller Foundation, and it was 
authored by two former Banco becarios, both U.S.-educated: Gabriel Baldovinos, had earned 
Master’s and doctoral degrees in Agriculture at Iowa State, and Concepción Pérez Castro 
Riquelme, had studied a short course in English at the University of Michigan and worked as a 
bilingual secretary at the Banco.119  
Baldovinos and Pérez Castro found that nearly three-quarters of former becarios faced 
difficulties upon their return, including a lack of suitable equipment, a sense of disconnection 
from their professional context, and low salaries.120 They included an anonymous letter penned 
by an ex-becario which they considered representative of most returning agronomists’ 
experiences. The letter began by explaining the becario’s excitement to return home during the 
final days in the United States, but his enthusiasm was dampened after meeting with corrupt 
Mexican customs officials at the border. Thus, he 
set foot on our soil full of bitterness, with a broken heart. Then: waiting rooms, waits, 
return trips, promises, accusations of being malinchista (when, from the first day that I 
went abroad, I felt my affection for Mexico more intensely). I was told that I was asking 
for a fortune in exchange for my work. [I faced] suspicion because they said that my 
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having been abroad ‘had gone to my head,’ and contempt for my request for a proper 
salary, which was motivated by pressing need.121122 
The letter writer’s tale of woe emphasized that his patriotism and professional worth, 
qualities that in his view had only increased as a result of his study in the United States, were 
dismissed by his fellow Mexicans. Perhaps the greatest insult was to be called malinchista, a 
term Octavio Paz defined in 1950 as “a contemptuous adjective recently put into circulation by 
the newspapers to denounce all those who have been corrupted by foreign influences,” harkening 
back to the primordial betrayal of Mexico’s indigenous population by the interpreter La 
Malinche, the lover of the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés.123 As the anonymous letter 
explained, with no suitable options the writer returned to the same job he had held before 
studying abroad – the ultimate denial of the value of his U.S. credentials in the eyes of other 
Mexicans – before finally securing a position “with magnificent prospects” a year and a half 
later. 
To describe his salary expectations, the letter writer used the word decoroso. This was an 
adjective frequently invoked in discussions of the livelihoods of returning, foreign-educated 
Mexicans. A 1966 usage dictionary explained that what was decoroso was “decent” and when 
                                                 
121 “Durante las dos últimas semanas de nuestra estancia en la universidad, no podíamos dormir de la 
inquietud, soñando despiertos con el ansiado retorno a la patria […] fue tan brutal el choque de entrar 
nuevamente a la realidad, tan bajos e ignominiosos los procedimientos de personas allegadas a la garita 
fronteriza […] [volví] a pisar nuestro suelo lleno de amargura y con el corazón destrozado. Después: 
antesalas, esperas, vueltas, promesas, acusaciones de malinchista (cuando desde el día que salí al 
extranjero sentí más vivo mi cariño por México), se me dijo que venía a pedir las ‘perlas de la virgen’ 
para trabajar, recelos porque según ellos ‘se me había subido’ el haber estado fuera, y desprecios por mi 
solicitud de un decoroso sueldo movido por la imperiosa necesidad […] Acabé por resignarme, volviendo 
temporalmente a mi empleo anterior hasta que al fin, después de un año y medio, empecé a trabajar en 
otro lado con magníficas perspectivas” 
122 Quoted in Baldovinos and Pérez Castro, Programas de becas para estudiantes mexicanos de ciencias 
agrícolas, 70–71. 





describing a job or salary, meant “not humiliating or shameful [vergonzoso].”124 Decoroso was 
related to the word decoro, which denoted “honor, respect, reverence owed to a person by birth 
or dignity.”125 The idea of what was decoroso, then, was marked by ideas about class, and this 
could be why the Banco de México report authors Baldovinos and Pérez Castro used the term in 
their recommendations for scholarship programs. Perhaps thinking of their own expectations 
when returning from study abroad, they wrote: “It is essential that researchers be able to live 
decently [decorosamente] and that they are free of economic worries. The great benefactors of 
humanity should not live in conditions of absolute poverty.”126127 As an adverb, decorosamente 
practically meant “in a middle-class way”: “with decency, but without luxury.”128 The final 
hyperbole about researchers’ heroic stature and the miserable recompense they received, merely 
served to legitimize the real point: middle-class comforts were what foreign-educated Mexicans 
deserved and what society owed to them. 
Even though Mexican students abroad feared that they might not have access to those 
comforts upon their return, I do not mean to suggest that the lives of foreign-educated Mexicans 
were characterized by poverty or unending disappointments. Surely there were enough stories of 
triumphant returns to attract more young Mexicans to the possibility of study abroad. And there 
was one setting in which returning Mexican students might find camaraderie and recognition for 
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their credentials: when they came together with other foreign-educated Mexicans in formal 
associations that acted as a kind of mirror-image to the Mexican clubs that students formed on 
U.S. campuses. In those clubs, students were united by their shared foreign identity, but now that 
they had returned to the patria, they sought out other graduates of U.S. universities. 
During this era, Mexicans founded alumni clubs where they could affirm a shared 
connection to an alma mater, reminisce, and solidify professional networks. In 1947, 16 Mexican 
graduates of the University of Texas gathered together at the Restaurante Ambassadeurs in 
Mexico City. The host and honoree of the meeting was Ramón Beteta, who had studied in Austin 
in the early 1920s and was now Secretary of Finance (Hacienda), and he had called fellow UT 
alumni together “to remember times gone by, the joys and heartaches of the life of the Mexican 
student abroad.” Beteta proved to be “a fine narrator of anecdotes of his student days that made 
attendees burst out laughing.”129 A report of the gathering listed some of the professional 
accomplishments of other particularly distinguished UT graduates present, and it was written by 
a younger UT graduate, Héctor Medina Neri, who had been in Austin in the mid-1940s. In this 
way, the alumni reunion also connected Mexicans across generations.130  
Mexican graduates of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology formed the MIT Club de 
México, which was considered the “most active” of the alumni clubs based in the capital. The 
political scientist Donald Scott (who researched the Cultural Institute during its midcentury 
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130 Héctor Medina Neri, “Reunión de ex-estudiantes de la Universidad de Texas en la capital de México,” 
June 1947. Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Library, Special Collections, Carlos E. Castañeda Papers, 





heyday) noted that in the early 1950s, about ten clubs each had 50-60 members.131 During a 
dinner at the University Club in 1949, the MIT Club discussed creating a scholarship program 
for Mexican students to attend MIT and to bring MIT students to Mexican universities. The 
alumni had information about current Mexican students at MIT and made a special mention of 
their names, hometowns, areas of study, and high grades. They sought support for their 
scholarships from the Secretaría de Educación Pública without success.132 Then, the MIT 
graduates themselves raised funds to pay for a year of graduate study for one Mexican student to 
attend MIT for the 1950-1951 academic year, with the winner to be chosen by a committee of 
MIT graduates with some logistical support from the U.S. Embassy.133 The common identity that 
brought them together also undergirded their efforts to form new generations of Mexicans in 
their image. Donald Scott noted that in general alumni club members were inclined to “sending 
their sons to the old school,” too.134 
Officials at the U.S. embassy in Mexico City were interested in these alumni clubs 
because their members were seen as pro-U.S. emissaries who could aid in cultural relations work 
(this was the premise of U.S. government-funded scholarships, as we saw in the previous 
chapter). Working with the MIT Club, embassy staff helped to organize and fund an organization 
for former recipients of U.S. scholarships (both private and government), beginning the work in 
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Histórico del Instituto Politécnico Nacional (AHIPN), Reference IPN/22.05 (73)/9, Box 276, Folder 9. 
133 “Beca del Instituto Tecnológico de Massachusetts,” attached to letter by Dorothy M. Jester to 
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1949. Though momentum was high at first, the Asociación de Ex-Becarios, Profesores e 
Investigadores Visitantes en los Estados Unidos had petered out by 1952. With many active 
alumni clubs for individual universities, there were already other, perhaps more meaningful 
organizations to join; there were also physical spaces like the University Club for socializing 
with other well-educated Mexicans.135 An embassy official noted that despite having many 
prominent members, the organization itself had no clout and its activities generated little interest. 
Embassy officials concluded that its former scholarship recipients were so successful that they 
had little spare time to devote to the organization.136 Though this failure to formally associate 
was a disappointment for U.S. diplomats, the story suggests that many U.S.-educated Mexicans 
sooner or later found a place for themselves at home, becoming busy professional leaders with 
myriad social commitments. 
Conclusion 
In a florid human-interest story published on Latin American students in New York City 
in 1946, a U.S. reporter sought to evoke a Mexican student’s responsibility to his nation as the 
central purpose for his studies in the United States, despite the personal cost: 
Sometimes at night when he has had a long day at Columbia University and he is low in 
his mind and tired, the small room at International House is a million miles from the 
Mexican jungles. On those nights Dr. Paul Perez Y Herrera [sic] lies in the dark smoking 
and thinking of those millions of his countrymen who need his hands and his help. On 
those nights, the 27-year-old physician feels guilty and thinks that he should be back with 
his people; not here in New York, thousands of miles from his country, trying to learn 
from the American masters of medicine. “But I know nothing,” he explains later, as 
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though trying to ameliorate the guilt he feels then. “I must learn and learn and learn. I 
now only have a year.”137 
The vignette is revealing of mainstream U.S. attitudes toward Mexico, characterized by 
“jungles” and a distinct lack of modern experts. But it also shows that educated youth like Pérez 
Herrera, though Mexican, was seen in a different frame than the “millions of his countrymen” 
who did not have degrees. Pérez Herrera was depicted as a full human subject who experienced 
fatigue and guilt, who smoked and wondered instead of sleeping. His experience in the United 
States was not luxurious: he had only a small room to call his own. The reporter believed that 
Columbia-trained doctors like him were crucial bearers of modern knowledge urgently needed in 
Mexico, and many Mexicans at home and student migrants themselves shared this opinion. Pérez 
Herrera was only one man whose “hands” and “help” had to serve “millions.” As one of the 
select few, he carried a heavy burden but deserved recognition. 
This chapter has explored the class- and nation-inflected valences of student migrant 
identities, covering both the public performances and private relationships in which young 
Mexicans formed their identity. The symbolic status of student afforded students public 
opportunities for prestige but did not guarantee steady or abundant income. Financial support 
could mean limited autonomy for students bound to comply with the expectations of their 
sponsors. The high stakes of maintaining appearances as middle-class students in the United 
States resulted from the possibility of being mistaken for a working-class Mexican migrant by 
U.S. communities. Even before returning to Mexico, student migrants worried about what 
opportunities would await them at home.  
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For some, the return meant joining an alumni club as they embarked on their careers, 
carrying the sense of importance and middle-class merit that they had developed as student 
migrants. Though many would have agreed with the U.S. observer, writing in the early 1950s, 
who claimed that U.S. education “enhances the prestige of the Mexican person who has engaged 
in it,” Mexican students found such prestige to be unreliable.138 Their personal struggles to 
achieve the position and status they desired acquired political significance beginning in the 
1960s as prominent voices began to call for measures to stop “brain drain.” Their self-interested 
politics emerged from their lived experiences as student migrants and foreign-trained returnees, 
wielding uncertain privilege on both sides of the border.
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Chapter 5: Nurturing Transnational Ambitions and Institutionalizing Scholarship 
Granting, 1960-1982 
Edmundo Flores, whom we met in the previous chapter as a graduate student in 
Wisconsin in the 1940s, never won a cabinet post in Mexico, as he had hoped.1 But in 1976, he 
received a consolation prize: He was appointed director of a relatively new federal agency that 
ran Mexico’s biggest international scholarship program. In this position, Flores often faced 
questions about what the Mexican state was doing to prevent “brain drain,” or the emigration of 
highly-skilled workers: what was being done to ensure that these young, talented citizens came 
back? Flores could have described the measures the Mexican state had already implemented for 
this purpose, but instead he denied that the problem existed at all. Yes, people left for “three or 
four years” to study abroad, “but they come back,” he insisted; “the attraction of the taco always 
prevails.”23 In another interview, he elaborated on this theory of brain drain’s nonexistence. He 
cited a Chinese philosopher who defined patriotism as love for the food of one’s childhood. 
Flores declared that “any Mexican who has eaten a tortilla with lard and salt at six in the 
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2 “Creo que hay personas que salen del país a perfeccionarse. Salen 3 ó 4 años pero regresan. ‘Siempre 
prevalece la atracción del taco’” 
3 Paz Muñoz, “Anunció Edmundo Flores: El BID prestará 20 millones de dólares al CONACyT, para 
becas,” El Día, April 7, 1977. BLT, AE, “CONACYT,” M04546 (1982-1984). 




afternoon, is condemned to come back to die here.”4 Worries about brain drain, then, were “a 
little dramatic” in Flores’ estimation.5 
As an economist, Flores was undoubtedly capable of reckoning brain drain, as did many 
of his contemporaries, as a structural problem. Instead, he chose to speak of the inevitable pull of 
Mexico’s humblest and most evocative dishes. He reminded the public that brain drain, when 
disaggregated to the thousands of individual decisions made by foreign-educated Mexicans about 
where to live and work, could come down to their personal preferences and attachments. His 
point was that Mexican nationalism was quotidian and irrational, and yet (or because of this) 
Mexicans’ loyalty to the homeland was a potent force. Now nearing age 60, Flores might have 
drawn from his own memories of studying abroad as a young man to extrapolate the motivations 
of the current generation of student migrants. 
To be sure, we should take his Proustian greasy tortilla with several extra grains of salt. 
Flores made absurd claims to the press on a regular basis.6 In this case, he provided a colorful 
answer as a way to deflect, entertaining his audience in lieu of acknowledging public anxieties 
about brain drain. Still, these remarks suggest the degree to which the Mexican state concerned 
itself with the subjective worlds of a particular sector of youth, the most educated ones. The 
choices that this cadre would make about their careers had national repercussions, but the scale 
upon which this problem could be analyzed was intimate. Sociocultural explanations for their 
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5 Edmundo Flores, The United States and Mexico, interview by Virginia Lemaitre, Compact disc, 1979. 
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behavior were equally if not more important than economic or other structural lenses onto 
student migrants’ decision-making. 
This chapter frames scholarship granting in the 1970s and 1980s as a state effort to 
manage student migration, harnessing youth mobility to serve the imperatives of nationalism and 
development. My central argument is that this effort obeyed a social and cultural logic of 
protective care for middle-class youth, despite the fact that scholarship granting was 
institutionalizing. During this period, the state ratified an idea that I have traced in previous 
chapters: namely, that Mexican study abroad served the national interest. International 
scholarship granting became a durable function of the state apparatus, mobilizing thousands of 
young university graduates to study abroad. But state officials aimed to go beyond simply 
facilitating mobility. They hoped to direct Mexican youth toward priority areas of study and then 
entice them back to work in research, academia, and public service, but in order to do so, they 
had to protect students and satisfy their expectations for status. In an era when many worried 
about brain drain, this effort to control the mobility of educated youth was seen as crucial, by 
both the state and many observers. There were two ways to prevent such a loss of Mexican talent 
and the state’s investment in it: to care for becarios, attending to their personal needs as middle-
class youth, and to simultaneously regulate their behavior to ensure that their ambitions aligned 
with those of the state. The officials who worked on this were often foreign-educated 
themselves; as members of earlier generations of student migrants, individuals like Flores now 
concerned themselves with forming new cohorts of highly-educated Mexicans. 
In the emergent historiography of the 1970s, scholars note that Mexican youth, and 
especially middle-class students or newly-minted professionals, played a much larger political 




role than they had in earlier decades.7 In quantitative terms, they were a growing constituency: 
between 1960 and 1980, Mexico’s population of university students grew from 76,000 to over 
850,000.8 Scholars have mainly analyzed the groups and movements that challenged the state 
from the left, some of which became targets of state repression.9 Yet while these troublesome 
youth got caught up in Mexico’s dirty war, accounts of this period also note that mainstream 
students and youth, as an aggrieved sector disenchanted with the state, were “courted” by 
President Luis Echeverría (1970-1976). In the wake of the 1968 massacre of students at 
Tlatelolco, Echeverría adopted a new persona on the campaign trail, styling himself as at once a 
man of the people and a friend to intellectuals.10 He authorized massive public investment in 
higher education, which included increasing the UNAM’s budget and creating the multi-campus 
Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana. The keywords for the university community were 
dialogue and reconciliation even if repression of radical groups continued out of public view.11  
Under Echeverría, the Mexican state embraced the project of shaping student migration 
for the benefit of the nation for the first time. According to some observers, the 
institutionalization and expansion of international scholarship granting was part of this state 
                                                 
7 On the longer history of student politics prior to 1968, see Pensado, Rebel Mexico; Flores Soriano, 
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Beyond 1968: Revolutionaries, Radicals, and Repression During the Global Sixties and Subversive 
Seventies, ed. Jaime M. Pensado and Enrique C. Ochoa (Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 2018), 
39. 
9 See case studies in Pensado and Ochoa, México Beyond 1968; note the terms of the subtitle emphasizing 
conflict, extreme political positions, and violence. 
10 Alan Knight, “Cárdenas and Echeverría: Two ‘Populist’ Presidents Compared,” in Populism in 
Twentieth Century Mexico: The Presidencies of Lázaro Cárdenas and Luis Echeverría, ed. Amelia M. 
Kiddle and María L. O. Muñoz (Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 2010), 28. 
11 Walker, Waking from the Dream, 23–30. 




effort to make peace with students and academics.12 We know that highly-educated youth such 
as international becarios were the beneficiaries of the state during the presidencies of Echeverría 
and his successor José López Portillo (1976-1982). But what was the nature of these youth-state 
relations? Under what terms did youth receive resources from the state, and what was expected 
of them in return? How did this relationship draw from and reshape contemporary debates about 
Mexican nationalism and the nation’s future? By posing these questions, this chapter offers a 
new vantage point on youth’s role in Mexican state formation in the late twentieth century. My 
findings show that through international scholarship granting, the state did not so much court but 
rather cared for Mexico’s governable, studious youth. This care coexisted with state planning 
efforts to build up a cadre of experts in priority disciplines. Such a dynamic differed from the 
modes of violence and cooptation that the state used with the rebellious youth who have so far 
attracted the interest of more scholars than their apparently well-behaved counterparts.13 
International scholarships were a nationalist investment in the future. The state’s 
relationship with becarios, a dynamic that was scrutinized by the public, involved both 
care/protection for youth and mechanisms intended to control their labor and mobility; it can be 
traced back to the immediate post-revolution when scholarship granting took place on a far 
smaller, more personal scale, as we saw in chapter 2. In the late twentieth-century iteration, 
individualized attention was impossible with so many more young people under the state’s wing. 
However, officials and others remained concerned with the subjective and social worlds of 
becarios. The problem of becarios’ well-being became a national issue: no longer was the story 
                                                 
12 Bernardo Mabire, “Políticas culturales y educativas del Estado mexicano de 1970 a 2006,” in Una 
historia contemporánea de México, tomo 4, ed. Ilán Bizberg and Lorenzo Meyer (Mexico City: Océano, 
2009), 260–61. 
13 For comments on “moderate” youth under Echeverría, see Walker, Waking from the Dream, 32. 




of an unhappy return from study abroad merely a personal disappointment, for such a tale now 
represented a policy failure. State-sponsored study abroad had to adequately attend to the 
personal needs of becarios, and the consequences for not doing so would affect the nation as a 
whole. 
Ideas about Mexican nationalism had shifted in this era as political elites embraced what 
has been called tercermundismo, or a Third Worldist orientation. Mexico no longer positioned 
itself as a willing and loyal U.S. partner but as a nation that aimed to free itself from geopolitical 
domination, much like members of the growing ranks of new, formally postcolonial states. As 
advanced by Echeverría, Mexican nationalism would make the country culturally and 
economically independent of the United States. At the same time, the long-reigning economic 
model of import-substitution industrialization was proving harder to sustain. Echeverría and his 
successor dramatically increased public spending, expanding existing bureaucracy and creating 
new state-owned enterprises and public agencies.14 This was possible because of the global 
availability of credit in the 1970s, allowing Mexico to borrow massive sums. 
The institution that gave international scholarship granting its permanent home was the 
National Council of Science and Technology, or Conacyt, a decentralized state agency created in 
1970.15 Officials asserted that this new government body would usher the country into “a new 
revolution, a technological one” that would lead Mexico into “economic and social maturity” as 
                                                 
14 Nora Hamilton, Mexico: Political, Social, and Economic Evolution (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 96–97. 
15 The Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología has been known as Conacyt since its founding, though 
sometimes written as CONACYT or CONACyT. I use “Conacyt” as it is written in official documents 
today, and I use “the Council” as an alternative following documents in the original Spanish that use “el 
Consejo” as a synonym for “Conacyt.” 




a “fully industrial society.”16 Science and technology would help the country create more jobs, 
harness its natural resources, and reduce domestic industry’s dependence upon foreign 
equipment and patents. In addition to scholarship granting, Conacyt’s other functions included 
funding scientific research projects and equipment purchases, supporting the foundation of new 
research centers, and negotiating bilateral agreements for exchange programs with other 
countries. It published the bimonthly magazine Ciencia y desarrollo (1975-present) that 
continually increased its printing runs to reach 70,000 copies by 1981, and it also offered the 
monthly magazine Comunidad Conacyt (1974-1982). Conacyt even had television 
programming.17  
Still, scholarship granting was Conacyt’s most important work. Between 1971 and 1980, 
virtually half of Conacyt’s spending went toward scholarships, glossed as “human resource” 
development.18 Scholarships were granted for students working toward Master’s and doctoral 
degrees, or for specialization courses, technical training, and thesis writing. Not all of these 
scholarships were for study abroad: a majority, in fact, were for domestic study, but as I explain 
below, it was the international scholarship program that dominated public attention. While 
students could look to other sources, Mexican and foreign, to fund their studies, Conacyt quickly 
became the predominant institution, giving out far more scholarships than the Banco de México, 
the Secretaría de Educación Pública, or the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. By 
                                                 
16 “Diario de Debates de la Cámara de Diputados,” XLVIII Legislature, Year 1, Ordinary Period (Cámara 
de Diputados del Congreso de la Unión, December 17, 1970), 
http://cronica.diputados.gob.mx/DDebates/48/1er/Ord/19701217.html. 
17 “Ciencia y desarrollo T.V.,” Ciencia y desarrollo, no. 18 (February 1978): 47. 
18 María Teresa Márquez, 10 años del Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología (Mexico City: Consejo 
Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología, 1982), 97–100. 




1982, over 26,000 Mexicans had received scholarships from Conacyt.19 The Council itself was 
led by former student migrants. The three directors of Conacyt during this period, Eugenio 
Méndez Docurro (1971-1973), Gerardo Bueno Zirión (1973-1976), and Edmundo Flores (1976-
1982), were all U.S.-educated.20 Conacyt’s scholarship-granting branch was led by another U.S.-
educated scientist during its first six years, Emmanuel Méndez Palma. As I note throughout the 
chapter, the members of the Mexican public who weighed in on the question of international 
scholarships in the press and in scholarly publications often had similar international 
backgrounds. 
The scientific community cautiously celebrated Conacyt’s creation in December 1970; a 
physicist writing in Excélsior likened this event to sighting Santa Claus (the federal government) 
with an exciting, mysterious sack of unknown presents.21 But Conacyt became the target of 
ridicule. Critics regretted that the institution simply proliferated its own bureaucracy; one 
prominent scientist asked whether the Council might be better referred to as “Kafkacyt.”22 
Another perennial grievance was that Conacyt did not adequately align its activities with multi-
year plans, and when it did create plans, officials did not follow them. In 1981, an economist 
wrote that “there was an impressive body of negative feelings toward CONACYT’s 
                                                 
19 Edmundo Flores, La ciencia y la tecnología en México (Mexico City: Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y 
Tecnología, 1982), 16. 
20 Moreover, the Mexican state had invested in their education abroad: the first director had been funded 
by the SEP, the second was an exbecario of the Banco de México, and the third had received funding 
from the Ministry of Agriculture. 
21 Marcos Moshinsky, “Demanda de Investigadores. Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología,” 
Excélsior, December 26, 1970. BLT, AE, “CONACYT,” M04540 (1970-1972). 
22 Ruy Pérez Tamayo, “¿CONACyT o Kafkacyt?,” Nexos 4, no. 45 (September 1981): 23–31. 




performance” and perhaps “no other public agency has been so severely criticized during the 
current administration.”23  
This chapter draws extensively from texts like these that took issue with Conacyt in the 
pages of periodicals and scholarly publications. I focus on debates surrounding scholarship 
granting rather than analyzing accusations of inadequate science policymaking or bureaucratic 
bloating (this being a complaint that was made about virtually every government agency in this 
era).24 I also use Conacyt’s own publications for quantitative and qualitative data about its 
scholarship-granting programs. I have not accessed (nor has any other scholar to my knowledge) 
the Council’s institutional archives, but I think that such a repository exists.25 This limitation 
means that the chapter cannot describe the general background of Conacyt becarios or narrate the 
behind-the-scenes workings of the scholarship program.26 
A Growing Appetite for Science and Study Abroad 
Mexican policy elites grew more interested in science as the question of development 
took on importance in national conversations. As a broad concept that encompassed varied 
projects in infrastructure, public health, and education, development represented the promise of 
modernization and uplift around the world. Development was a “shared language” of evolution 
                                                 
23 Miguel S. Wionczek, “On the Viability of a Policy for Science and Technology in Mexico,” Latin 
American Research Review 16, no. 1 (1981): 58. 
24 On negative public perceptions of bureaucracy in the late 1970s, see Walker, Waking from the Dream, 
79–86. 
25 Conacyt officials told me in 2016 that there was no institutional archive. However, see methodological 
discussion in Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología, “1971-2000, treinta años del programa becas-
crédito. Evolución, resultados e impacto” (Mexico City: CONACYT, n.d.), 9. 
26 I have not located any memoirs penned by Conacyt officials during this era. Regrettably, Edmundo 
Flores’ memoirs conclude at the very moment of his appointment as director of Conacyt. See Flores, 
Historias de Edmundo Flores, 1990. 




that appealed to world powers in pursuit of influence abroad and to so-called underdeveloped 
nations like Mexico that sought both modernization and sovereignty.27 Development was not an 
automatic or natural process: it represented the possibility of a better future to be achieved by 
deliberate, informed interventions into many realms of economic and social life.28 Institutions 
that tasked themselves with such interventions often did so across national borders, as did the 
Rockefeller Foundation’s Mexican Agricultural Program (discussed in chapter 3). Here I focus 
on the Mexican state’s commitment to development, namely, the project of educating a cohort of 
scientists who could plan the nation’s future for the good of all.29  
To be sure, this project did not begin in the 1960s and 1970s: the Banco de México 
program examined in chapter 3 is an important forerunner to Conacyt. In fact, efforts to create a 
national institution dedicated to science dated back to the 1930s, when Lázaro Cárdenas created 
the Consejo Nacional de la Educación Superior y de la Investigación Científica (1935-1938). 
This was replaced in 1942 by the Comisión Impulsora y Coordinadora de la Investigación 
Científica (1942-1950) which was in turn replaced by the Instituto Nacional de Investigación 
Científica (INIC) in 1950 and reorganized in 1961.30 But in the period under study here, belief in 
                                                 
27 Stephen J. Macekura and Erez Manela, “Introduction,” in The Development Century: A Global History, 
ed. Stephen J. Macekura and Erez Manela (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 4, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108678940.001. 
28 Frederick Cooper and Randall M. Packard, eds., International Development and the Social Sciences 
Essays on the History and Politics of Knowledge (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 1. 
29 For a definition of the “developmental state” and reflections on the utility of that definition to the case 
of twentieth-century Mexico, see Alan Knight, “The Mexican Developmental State, c.1920–c.1980,” in 
State and Nation Making in Latin America and Spain, ed. Agustín E. Ferraro and Miguel A. Centeno 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 238–65, 
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30 See Rosalba Casas Guerrero, El estado y la política de la ciencia en México, 1935-1970 (Mexico City: 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones Sociales, 1985). 




the urgency of development and the centrality of scientists for the national future spread beyond 
technocratic circles. 
Through the middle decades of the twentieth century, many countries in the Western 
Hemisphere were creating or revitalizing institutions that would make science policy at the 
national level.31 The United Nations Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization 
(UNESCO) played a role in fomenting science in Latin America in the 1950s and 1960s, 
sponsoring an international conference in 1965 that called for the region’s countries to develop 
national science policies.32 In 1967, the presidents of member states of the Organization of 
American States, including Mexico’s Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, met in Punta del Este, Uruguay to 
affirm their commitment to science and technology to fight underdevelopment. The declaration 
also stipulated that “national scientific and technological programs,” such as Mexico’s INIC, 
were to “be developed and strengthened.”33  
Developmental thinking, in all its variations, was premised on the notion that experts 
could guide underdeveloped societies toward modernization.34 The Punta del Este declaration 
specified that as national science policy was developed, one element – the first mentioned – was 
the “promotion of professional training for scientists and technicians and an increase in their 
                                                 
31 In order of their year of creation, some which have survived to the present are: National Science 
Foundation (United States, 1950); Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Científico e Tecnológico 
(Brazil, 1951); Consejo Nacional de Investigación Científica y Técnica (Argentina, 1958); Comisión 
Nacional de Investigación Científica y Tecnológica (Chile, 1967); Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y 
Tecnología y el Fondo Colombiano de Investigaciones Científicas y Proyectos Especiales “Francisco José 
de Caldas” (Colombia, 1968). 
32 Casas Guerrero, El estado y la política de la ciencia en México, 1935-1970, 16–17. 
33 “Declaration of the Presidents of America, Signed at the Meeting of American Chiefs of State, Punta 
Del Este, Uruguay, April 14, 1967” (Washington, DC: General Secretariat of the Organization of 
American States, Department of Information and Public Affairs, 1967), 4. 
34 Macekura and Manela, “Introduction,” 3. 




numbers.”35 In other words, Latin American countries’ progress required greater scientific 
independence and most importantly for this chapter, forming a large cadre of scientists.36 Of 
course, to be equipped with the most up-to-date knowledge, these scientists had to seek the most 
scientifically-advanced education available, quite often abroad. This was how youth, as 
researchers-in-the-making, figured as key players in the making of science policy: they were the 
targets of state efforts to build a highly-skilled Mexican cadre through an international 
scholarship program. While they were active, the Conacyt predecessors Comisión Impulsora and 
INIC granted scholarships for study abroad and study in Mexico, though not in large numbers.37 
However, scholarships absorbed the lion’s share of INIC’s limited budget: between 71 and 92 
percent during the period 1963-1970.38 These institutions had scant funding and little capacity to 
act as political forces, to the dismay of the scientists (quite often U.S.-educated) who led them. 
As science was gaining attention as a realm of activity ripe for greater state involvement, 
Mexican youth were growing more interested in studying abroad. The flow of Mexican students 
to the United States experienced substantial growth between the early 1960s and 1970s, with 
average yearly increases of about 7 percent (see Figure 9). In 1965, this migratory flow 
constituted about 1,400 Mexican students, and by the time student migration reached a peak in 
1981, there were over 7,800 Mexican students in the United States. Though we lack data on the 
                                                 
35 “Declaration of the Presidents of America,” 20. 
36 In Mexico, science policy boosters cited statistics about the number of researchers per 10,000 
inhabitants for different countries around the world; while the United States and the Soviet Union had 50 
or 60, and Spain – perhaps a more suitable comparison – had four, Mexico’s indicator was only 0.74. See 
Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional y programas en ciencia y tecnología 
(Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, 1970), 35–36. 
37 The INIC awarded about 100 between 1961 and 1970, the year it was dissolved for Conacyt to take its 
place. See statement made by Eugenio Méndez Docurro, “Diario de Debates de la Cámara de Diputados,” 
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38 Casas Guerrero, El estado y la política de la ciencia en México, 1935-1970, 54. 




numbers of Mexican students traveling to other countries, it is likely that these smaller flows of 
students grew as well. However, this growth was erratic and was affected by economic crises in 
Mexico. The numbers of U.S.-bound Mexican student migrants actually declined from the 
previous year in 1971, 1977, 1979, 1982, and 1983. During economic crises in 1976 and 1981-
1982, the Mexican peso lost value relative to the U.S. dollar, making foreign education less 
affordable for Mexican families. Of course, for the vast majority of the Mexican population, 
even when the peso was strong, financing education outside the country was beyond the realm of 
possibility. This made scholarship availability an important consideration for all but the 
wealthiest youth hoping to study abroad. 
Figure 9. Mexican students enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities, 1958-1983 
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Although data on sex ratios is not available after 1973, it appears that the numbers of 
women students began to rise after the mid-1960s. Around 1960, about 1 in 6 Mexican students 
in the United States were women; as a point of comparison, at the UNAM in 1960, women made 
up about the same proportion of enrolled students.39 By 1973, the proportion of women among 
Mexican student migrants in the United States had grown to 1 in 4 (see Table 4).40 
In this period, students’ motives for studying abroad probably remained quite similar to 
those of previous generations: they aimed to improve their own career prospects but also 
believed that their foreign education would allow them to best serve the needs of their 
modernizing nation.41 It is possible that some youth sought foreign education as a strategy to 
distinguish themselves from competitors for scarce job opportunities; David Lorey has argued 
that Mexican universities were producing more graduates than could be employed in the 
professions during this era.42  
Student interest in scholarship opportunities was strong enough to warrant the publication 
of guidebooks and directories. In 1956, the UNAM published a Guía de Becas to help students 
                                                 
39 Lorey, The Rise of the Professions in Twentieth-Century Mexico, 200. 
40 However, this was not the first time for this proportion to be reached: In 1945, 1946, and 1948, women 
also made up about a quarter of Mexican students in the United States. Unfortunately, Lorey’s data on 
women’s enrollment covers only up to 1966. 
41 In 1975, chemical engineer Guillermo Valentín Silva Corte wrote to one of Echeverría’s secretaries 
requesting that a recommendation for Silva’s application to Conacyt.  Silva explained that he was 
requesting a scholarship to study for a Master’s degree in Physics at the University of California 
Berkeley. His “objective,” he explained, was “idealistic, it might even sound a little exaggerated, but I am 
convinced that it is the best way to serve the Patria, the Community, and myself” [“El objetivo es 
idealista, aunque suene un poco exagerado, pero estoy convencido que es la mejor forma de servir a la 
Patria, a la Comunidad y a mí mismo”]. Thus, rather succinctly, Silva’s words reiterate the dual desires of 
aspiring becarios expressed through the middle of the twentieth century, as we saw in chapter 4. See 
Guillermo V. Silva C. to Ignacio Ovalle Fernández, Secretario de la Presidencia, October 31, 1975. AGN, 
Presidentes, Echeverría, Box 2326 (696), Folder 5. 
42 Lorey, The Rise of the Professions in Twentieth-Century Mexico, 36. 




identify scholarship opportunities for study abroad, and a second edition followed in 1959.43 The 
Secretaría de Educación Pública released its own guide in 1963.44 These guides listed the many 
sources of funding, Mexican and foreign, and provided students with timelines and addresses to 
reach institutions. This type of information was increasingly useful as scholarship opportunities 
proliferated: in addition to Mexican- and U.S.-funded scholarships, between the late 1950s and 
mid 1960s, the United Nations and the governments of the United Kingdom, France, West 
Germany, the Netherlands, and Italy gave out hundreds of scholarships to Mexican students.45 
In 1971, the UNAM published chemistry professor Guillermo Etienne’s Becas y estudios 
de postgraduado en el extranjero. In addition to providing a directory of scholarship institutions, 
Etienne offered personal advice to the aspiring becario. Etienne addressed his work to “the great 
number of young people with the healthy desire to continue their studies abroad” and promised 
to help them “increase the probability of obtaining a scholarship” with advice on choosing a 
suitable host university, navigating the application process, and maintaining the proper 
attitude.4647 The international scholarship guide had evolved from a directory to a practical 
                                                 
43 Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Oficina de Intercambio Cultural y Becas, University 
Nacional, and Oficina de Intercambio Cultural y Becas, Guía de becas (Mexico City: Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México, Dirección General de Publicaciones, 1956). 
44 Guía de becas en el extranjero para estudiantes y graduados mexicanos, Cuadernillos de información 5 
(Mexico City: Secretaría de Educación Pública, Dirección General de Asuntos Internacionales, 1963). 
45 Víctor L. Urquidi and Adrián Lajous Vargas, Educación superior, ciencia y tecnología en el desarrollo 
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47 Guillermo Etienne, Becas y estudios de postgraduado en el extranjero (Mexico City: Universidad 
Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, Secretaría General, 1971), 5. Evidently, student readers responded 
positively to his rather stern guidance, for Etienne’s book was reprinted in 1973 by Limusa-Wiley. 




manual that Etienne may well have based upon his own experiences as a foreign student in 
Europe.48 
Etienne’s norms for Mexican students aligned with the middle-class values and 
consumption practices of the archetypal young Mexican abroad in the mid-twentieth century, as 
discussed in chapter four. He warned that adequate but not excessive funding was essential to 
students’ success. He described the ideal student lifestyle as one free of manual labor, dedicated 
to study but punctuated with wholesome leisure to be paid for with a student discount card. 
Unless students had a campus job that occupied very little of their time, they should not combine 
work with study; the former would come at the cost of the latter.49 But Etienne was equally 
vehement about students’ not having access to large sums of money, which could lead them to 
dissipation that would only solidify “the worldwide image of the play-boy” associated with 
Mexican students abroad. With so many scholarships available that, he claimed, all students with 
strong grades could go abroad if they wished to do so, there were cases in which students 
combined funding from various sources in order to live lavishly. Thus, Etienne wrote, “it would 
be very advisable to delegate the responsibility of controlling all scholarships from the state and 
from the community to a single institution.”5051  
Etienne’s argument for state coordination of student migration rested upon ideas about 
appropriate lifestyle and labor choices to be made by young Mexicans abroad. While his guide 
                                                 
48 On Etienne’s biography, see “La Universidad de Guanajuato Impartirá el Seminario ‘Potabilización y 
Tratamiento del Agua,’” Universidad de Guanajuato, February 12, 2012, 
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comunidad a una sola institución” 
51 Etienne, Becas y estudios de postgraduado en el extranjero, 9-10, italics in the original. 




was written for prospective becarios, it was published at the very moment that Conacyt was 
poised to take a leading role in regulating student migration. Scholarships were not a mere 
benefit to be distributed to desirous students: they were a resource that needed to be carefully 
managed and coordinated for the good of the recipients and Mexico in general. 
Controlling Student Migration, Caring for Student Migrants 
In fact, Etienne was not the first to suggest that the Mexican state needed to take a more 
active role in shaping student migration. Parallel to the creation of scholarship guidebooks for 
prospective becarios, Mexican politicians and researchers sketched out “guides” for the state to 
institutionalize scholarship granting. These took the form of a failed bill in the Mexican Senate in 
1961 and then the successful implementation of INIC’s recommendations for science policy in 
1970. Once Conacyt came into existence, though, debates continued about how the state should 
coordinate scholarship granting; Conacyt officials often responded to these polemics by 
modifying the Council’s policies. Both prior to and after Conacyt’s creation, conversations 
centered on two sometimes-contradictory projects connected to student migration. Because 
highly-educated Mexicans were so critical to the national future, the state needed both to manage 
them and to keep them happy. On the one hand, the state was expected to control student 
mobility: to carefully select which young people would study abroad, where they would go, and 
what they would study; to monitor their progress while they were attending foreign universities; 
and to direct returning becarios to jobs where their state-financed education could be put to use 
in the service of the nation. On the other hand, the state had a responsibility to take care of 
becarios and former becarios, to meet their cultural and social needs as middle-class youth who 
deserved both respect and adequate compensation. The former becario or “exbecario,” an 




individual who had received a scholarship but no longer did so, emerged as a figure that the state 
would continue to guide. 
In fact, a decade before Etienne’s guide to scholarships was published, three Mexican 
senators proposed a law to create the Instituto Nacional de Becas (National Scholarship Institute) 
that made a similar call for the Mexican state to actively coordinate the array of scholarship 
opportunities available to the prospective student migrant.52 According to the proposed law, the 
Instituto Nacional de Becas was intended to form Mexican cadres of professionals, scientists, 
and technicians, according to the needs of Mexican development through a scholarship system. 
Indeed, the country’s “independence” and “system of liberty and social justice” depended upon a 
well-educated professional and technical workforce.53 The Institute would support both study 
within Mexico and abroad, but the legislators’ aim was ultimately to control, channel, and 
regulate scholarships as a way to ensure that the country’s human capital needs would be met. 
The Institute was to be closely linked to the Secretaría de Educación Pública, since an official 
from that ministry would serve as director of the executive council that would also include 
representatives from government, higher education, and public and private industry.54  
Several studies of the proposed law, probably prepared for Secretary of Education Jaime 
Torres Bodet, made clear that the project had little chance of succeeding as written. It was 
troublingly vague in its wording. It overstepped the existing functions of state and academic 
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53 Manuel Moreno Sánchez, Antonio Mena Brito, and Juan Manuel Terán Mata. “Proyecto de Ley del 
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institutions.55 But where the proposed law went into particular depth, and where it provoked 
particular controversy, had to do with the relationship between the becario and the Mexican state. 
According to the project, though an educated cadre was critical to the national future, the nation 
was not indebted to the well-educated; instead, just the opposite was true. “It is no secret that that 
only a minority of Mexicans are able to reach the level of technical, professional, and scientific 
education,” wrote the senators, “as opposed to the great masses who barely progress through the 
first years of basic education.” This meant that higher education was “a privilege” that allowed a 
small group of individuals to “better their lives,” and in exchange, the highly-educated had the 
obligation to repay society with their work in the fields in which they had been trained.5657 
Servicio social, a term of unpaid professional service required of university students following 
their course work in order to receive their professional licenses, already existed in Mexico.58 The 
proposal expanded the concept to apply to all scholarship recipients whose stipends would be 
repaid through professional service in the public sector. As another option, students could repay 
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their scholarship by creating scholarship opportunities for others; the law did not provide details 
on how this would occur.59 What is more, while the senators twice made note of the aspiring 
professional or scientist’s “individual freedom” to choose what to study and what type of work to 
do, part of the Instituto Nacional de Beca’s purpose was to shepherd students toward the areas of 
study most urgently required for national development through “incentives” and then to make 
sure that new professionals served the public.60 For students who accepted a scholarship under 
these conditions, the proposed law included articles stipulating the Instituto Nacional de Beca’s 
authority to monitor students and to sanction those not fulfilling requirements by rescinding their 
scholarships. These provisions were similar to the internal regulations of extant scholarship 
programs like that of the Banco de México, but now these rules were part of a federal law under 
consideration. 
Luis Weckmann, the SEP’s General Director of International Affairs and Executive 
Secretary for the Mexican Commission to UNESCO, critiqued the project’s attempt to exert 
strict control over scholarship granting.61 Weckmann, a former diplomat, was a historian who 
had earned his graduate degrees at the UNAM but also studied at the University of California-
Berkeley and the Sorbonne.62 He asserted that scholarships, especially for study abroad did not 
“lend themselves to systematization”; the sheer volume of scholarship offerings from many 
institutions made calls for the Instituto Nacional de Becas to coordinate all funding for Mexican 
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students preposterous.63 At the same time, some elements of the proposal described things that 
already existed.64 Surely part of Weckmann’s point was to reveal the senators’ limited 
understanding of the current landscape of scholarship granting practices and institutions. This 
was Weckmann’s area of expertise and perhaps part of his lived experience.65 By contrast, none 
of the three sponsoring senators had studied abroad.66 
Yet Weckmann’s harshest critique was leveled at the Instituto Nacional de Becas’s 
attempts to control becarios’ study and exbecarios’ labor. He wrote that the stipulation that the 
Institute would choose what and where becarios would study and would determine “the 
circumstances under which they would perform servicio social without pay, violates individual 
rights.” Weckmann went further to call this kind of “system” typical of “totalitarian 
organization.”6768 As a side note, he pointed out that strict becario monitoring would require a 
massive, impractical bureaucratic apparatus. But Weckmann’s had some positive remarks on the 
doomed Instituto Nacional de Becas. He endorsed the importance of developing the nation’s 
cadres of highly-educated professionals and of implementing some kind of state planning to 
ensure that Mexico’s future needs for specialists would be met. Finally, he suggested that other 
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countries’ systems to provide students with loans, not scholarships, could be studied as possible 
models for Mexico.69  
The Instituto Nacional de Becas was a failed project.70 However, the content of the 
proposed law and the comments it elicited from Weckmann anticipated both Conacyt policies 
and public debates surrounding student migration. For the foreign-educated Weckmann, it was 
unthinkable that state planning in the national interest justified strict limitations on becarios’ and 
exbecarios’ choices about their work and study. However, it seemed that he took issue mainly 
with the degree of this intervention: he was in favor of a more active role for the Mexican state in 
harmonizing international scholarship granting with national policy objectives. What is more, 
though unpaid social service was a nonstarter, Weckmann was open to the possibility of instating 
credit scholarships to be repaid later (essentially student loans). He basically agreed that what the 
state spent on individuals’ higher education was not something that students had a right to, or 
something they received as a gift: instead, it was an investment in those young people, and the 
beneficiaries were obliged to repay the investor. 
While the Instituto Nacional de Becas faded into obscurity, the idea that Mexico urgently 
needed to expand its ranks of researchers and professionals was gaining force. Around the mid-
1960s, the term “brain drain” began circulating in Mexico and elsewhere in the world to describe 
the emigration of highly-educated individuals from developing nations to wealthier countries, 
especially the United States. As a matter of scholarly and increasingly popular debate, the brain 
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drain question was closely connected to the politics of study abroad: observers noted that 
international students who never went home were an important group of drained brains.71  
Quantifying brain drain was challenging for social scientists of this era. References to the 
actual numbers of educated Mexicans purportedly leaving were relatively rare. A U.S. study 
found that about 60 Mexican scientists and engineers were admitted as immigrants each year 
during the period 1962-1964; this represented about one percent of all scientists and engineers 
entering the United States. In the regional context, these numbers were not high: in 1964, Canada 
sent almost 700, postrevolutionary Cuba sent over 200, and South America (as a continent) sent 
over 400 scientists and engineers.72 Another U.S. study focusing on student migration and brain 
drain determined that in 1964, about 18 percent of male Mexican students in the United States 
intended not to return. Mexico ranked at 42 worldwide on this metric of “non-return,” just below 
France. In the hemisphere, Cuba, Haiti, Bolivia, El Salvador, Argentina, the Dominican 
Republic, and British Honduras all ranked higher than Mexico.73 While the figures and 
percentages above are undoubtedly unreliable, they suggest that in the 1960s, Mexican brain 
drain was not especially high in a global or regional context. 
Mexican observers working with similar numbers took comfort in this. Víctor Urquidi 
and Adrián Lajous Vargas wrote in 1967 that scientists were not emigrating from Mexico in any 
significant proportion, unlike the cases of “Argentina, Brazil, or Chile.” They simply noted that 
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Mexicans left the country to study but that they “generally return[ed].”74 Romeo Flores 
Caballero, a professor of international relations at the Colegio de México, agreed with his 
colleagues and offered his own explanation for this. He argued that unlike their counterparts in 
the Southern Cone, Mexican professionals lacked an “adventurous spirit; they are more 
nationalist.” Moreover, Flores Caballero asserted that highly-educated Mexicans reliably 
experienced social mobility and garnered “the respect of society in general”; ostensibly, this 
made emigration unnecessary.7576 However, this seems to have been a minority viewpoint in 
public debates, though some would continue to deny that brain drain was a Mexican problem: in 
the late 1970s, Edmundo Flores’ theory of the alluring taco reiterated the same idea, that 
nationalism staved off brain drain. 
Indeed, Flores Caballero’s claims about unadventurous Mexicans were published in a 
special issue of the magazine Diálogos published on the topic of brain drain, which the editor 
deemed “one of the determinant facts of our time.”7778 Alarmist perspectives did not cite 
alternative figures documenting a massive brain drain, although they did simply note that 
Mexico’s total numbers of scientists and researchers was low in comparison to other countries. 
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Numbers aside, many insisted that Mexico might not be safe from the threat of losing its most 
educated citizens. The problem was important not because of its scale but because of its political 
implications. 
Manuel Durán, a poet and literary critic born in Spain but naturalized in Mexico, wrote of 
“intellectuals who leave to study abroad but do not return because they find that the best 
environment for their subsequent development as intellectuals can be found in the host society 
and not in their homeland.” Their “defection” constituted “a cause for alarm.”7980 He argued that 
brain drain was the result of a social, cultural, and political problem in the country of origin, 
which was unable “to fully appreciate the value of intellectuals” and therefore “incapable of 
creating a suitable climate for them.” Instead, Durán claimed that in such nations – he did not 
name Mexico, but writing in a Mexican journal, his meaning was evident – societies valued “the 
idle aristocrat, the military career man, the tribal chief with archaic notions, the uncultured 
landowners, etc.” In such circumstances, “we cannot expect intellectuals to sacrifice their careers 
and ambitions” in the hostile homeland.8182 Durán’s account of brain drain linked the 
phenomenon to social and cultural backwardness in Mexico, suggesting that power and prestige 
were regrettably possessed by individuals who were not only unintellectual, but unmodern. Brain 
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drain was a structural problem even if it was fuzzily defined. What was the unrecognized “value” 
of the highly educated, and what was the “suitable climate” that they deserved? These questions 
would persist well into the following decades. 
Also in 1969, the Mexican state was taking the first steps toward assuming a leading role 
in international scholarship coordination. President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz (1964-1970), who had 
participated in international conferences on science, put the assistant secretary of the presidency 
in charge of a project to rethink the question of science policy. This official was José López 
Portillo, who would serve as a cabinet secretary under Luis Echeverría and then become 
president himself in 1976. Though not a scientist himself, López Portillo did have a personal 
connection to the question of study abroad: he earned a law degree in Chile in the 1940s with a 
scholarship from the Chilean government.83 In 1969, he called a series of meetings with 
scientists representing different institutions involved in research, including INIC.84 After 
reaching an agreement that Mexico required national science and technology policy, López 
Portillo formally asked INIC to conduct a formal study with recommendations for the president 
on this matter and authorized funds to carry out the project.85 The results were published the 
following year, 1970, in the report Política Nacional y Programas en Ciencia y Tecnología 
(hereafter PNPCT). The report sketched out a plan for Conacyt, which would replace INIC. 
Quite unlike the proposed Instituto Nacional de Becas, which seemed to have been 
written without input from those knowledgeable of scholarship granting, the plan for Conacyt 
was designed by members of the scientific community. The study leading to the PNPCT 
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involved over 800 scientists consulted on the state of research in Mexico.86 Foreign-educated, 
and especially U.S.-educated researchers played leading roles in this project. Eugenio Méndez 
Docurro, president of INIC, served as the project’s director. Méndez Docurro was an engineer 
who had earned a Master’s degree at Harvard in 1949 and later studied in Paris and London.87 He 
oversaw 17 committees covering different disciplinary and thematic branches of research. Each 
committee had at its head a prominent representative; in 1970, these individuals held leadership 
positions in various branches of the executive, national research institutes, and academia, 
especially the UNAM. Of these 17 men, at least 13 had studied abroad (ten of these in the United 
States). Members of the group had attended universities including Harvard, Princeton, Yale, 
Brown, Oxford, and the Sorbonne. At least six studied abroad with scholarships; three from the 
Banco de México and another of the Rockefeller Foundation (see Table 23 for more biographical 
information and references). 
Proposing a replacement for INIC, the authors of the PNPCT listed seven general 
objectives; the first was to train more researchers and to raise the level of human resources in this 
area.88 In a summary of problems with the national higher education system, the authors 
mentioned that the “system” of scholarship opportunities for study in Mexico and abroad 
suffered from “disorganization.”89 In its proposal, the report called for a single institution to 
coordinate scholarships. This coordination involved the Mexican state taking more control of the 
process of preparing highly educated scientists. In part, this meant allocating scholarships for 
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becarios to study disciplines that would promote “the nation’s culture and development” rather 
than granting funding simply in accordance with “the applicants’ wishes.” At the same time, the 
plan called for ensuring that scholarships given by other countries were for becarios to specialize 
in areas that Mexico, rather than the foreign funders, deemed important. These stipulations 
aligned with another core principle for the new, coordinated scholarship program: it should be 
closely aligned with “well-defined policy objectives” for the new national science agency.90 In 
this sense, it reiterated many of the ideas found in the project for the Instituto Nacional de Becas. 
However, the PNPCT also made several provisions designed to ensure becarios’ well-
being. Scholarships should constitute enough funding “to be truly useful.” To calculate the 
amounts, the report called for considering “conditions” in the country and institution where the 
becario would study, as well as the becario’s economic situation and marital status. Another 
point in the proposal called for obtaining “suitably remunerated job prospects in Mexico” for 
becarios; the authors added that the country had already suffered “a very serious loss” of 
researchers for this reason.9192 In this way, the concern about brain drain was inscribed in the 
project that outlined and justified the creation of Conacyt. 
The INIC’s work of designing its successor came at the very end of Díaz Ordaz’s 
presidential term. When the new president, Luis Echeverría Álvarez took office in December 
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1970, he quickly took up this project, following the guidelines of the PNPCT.93 Among scholars 
and observers, there is no consensus on Echeverría’s reasons for supporting Conacyt. Was he a 
true believer in the transformative power of science, or was he simply seeking to coopt students 
and the intelligentsia by founding an institution that would serve their interests?94 It is likely that 
both explanations have some truth to them; they are not mutually exclusive. A final possibility 
that I find unconvincing is that Echeverría “used scholarships to foreign universities as a way of 
getting the radicalized generation of 1968 out of the country.”95 Whatever motivations may have 
made Conacyt politically expedient for the president, he did not invent it on a whim. The plan for 
the new Council was a collaborative effort that built on existing discussions about the importance 
of science for national development, discussions which had reached the executive level several 
years earlier (remember the scientific conference that Díaz Ordaz attended in 1967). Important 
here is that the groundwork for Conacyt, laid in large part by foreign-educated Mexicans, 
emphasized that the Council would build up scientific cadres in a way that simultaneously served 
the nation and attended to the social needs of the highly educated. 
In December 1970, Echeverría’s decree was presented in the Chamber of Deputies on 
two different days. Speaking on behalf of Conacyt first was the U.S.-educated Secretary of 
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Public Education Víctor Bravo Ahuja.96 A deputy from the minority party Partido Popular 
Socialista (PPS) raised the question of brain drain, which he called the “pillaging of 
intellectuals” and named the United States as the principal beneficiary of Mexico’s investment in 
education.97 Bravo Ahuja acknowledged that brain drain was a real concern and suggested that 
the way to confront the problem was by giving “brains” work that closely aligned with their 
specialization, “in activities that are attractive to them [les produzcan una mística por dedicarse 
a ellas].” Only “intense development” in Mexico would make this possible.98 Two days later, the 
Chamber of Deputies received Méndez Docurro, the former director of the INIC, recently-named 
Secretary of Communications and Transportation, and soon to be appointed as the first director 
of Conacyt. Another PPS legislator questioned whether Conacyt should “make previsions for the 
future use” of researchers whose education it had financed so that the proposed bolsa de trabajo 
(job placement program) would not be necessary.99 Méndez Docurro insisted that Conacyt’s 
scholarship program was a “regulated, controlled plan” that would direct exbecarios to research 
priority areas while “respecting the becario’s natural vocation.” But he explained that the task of 
guaranteeing suitable employment required the use of a bolsa de trabajo as a preventative 
measure, given the uncertainties involved in the process of educating researchers. He described a 
“wide margin of unpredictability”: “Perhaps it will not be possible to follow the controlled 
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scholarship plan to the letter, perhaps becarios will drop out or fail, perhaps there will be 
structural changes in the institutions that previously committed to employing” becarios. Given 
this, the bolsa de trabajo was a necessary measure which Méndez Docurro hoped would be 
“more or less temporary.” The goal was to ensure that each young researcher “can turn to an 
existing agency connected with industry, services, and the higher education sector” for helping 
finding “a job that is suitable [decorosa] for him, but more importantly, that it is useful for the 
institution and for the country.”100 
The concerns raised by PPS deputies centered on exbecarios’ employment: how would 
Conacyt ensure that this sector’s invaluable labor was fully harnessed for the collective good? 
These deputies came from a party that served as “loyal parliamentary dissent” for the 
government in power, and their questioning was not intended to spur the Chamber to reject 
Conacyt.101 Rather, their needling anticipated what would become key points of public 
controversy for the new agency. Whether exbecarios’ highly-skilled work was “pillaged” by the 
United States or wasted in Mexico, Conacyt would have to answer for the fruitless investment in 
their education. The officials speaking on behalf of the new agency did not reject this mantle of 
responsibility. Rather, accepting these concerns as part of Conacyt’s sphere of action, Secretaries 
Bravo Ahuja and Méndez Docurro emphasized that their policies needed to address exbecarios’ 
requirements as social actors and subjective beings. These conversations occurred before 
Conacyt existed even on paper but would remain topical throughout the following years.  
Conacyt was born in an era when public spending was viewed as the central way that the 
Mexican state could spur economic development. The Mexican government allocated ever-larger 
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budgets to the new state agency, which in turn made the scholarship program its largest budget 
item.102 The program grew quickly: by 1976, Conacyt reported that it granted about 70 percent of 
all scholarships available in Mexico.103 In 1977 and 1980, Conacyt received loans from the 
Interamerican Development Bank in the amount of $20 million and $40 million dollars, 
respectively, which also went primarily to scholarships.104 However, the program was not 
immune to budget cuts in moments of economic downturns: fewer scholarships were awarded 
following the 1976 peso devaluation and during the 1981-1982 crisis (see Figure 10).  
Not all of these scholarships were for international study: many Mexican graduate 
students were funded to seek degrees or finish theses in Mexican institutions. While international 
scholarships predominated during Conacyt’s first years, by 1975 a majority of scholarships went 
to students enrolled in Mexican institutions.105 The top foreign destination countries for becarios 
between 1971 and 1982 were the United States, Great Britain, France, and Japan, but Conacyt 
reports rarely specified the number of students going to each destination.106 As an exception, in 
1979 the magazine Ciencia y desarrollo reported that of Conacyt’s 4,533 current becarios, 54 
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percent studied in Mexico, 21 percent were in the United States, 8 percent in France, 7 percent in 
Great Britain, and 10 percent in all other countries.107  
 
 
Figure 10. Number of scholarships awarded by Conacyt, 1971-1983. 
 
Source: Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología. “1971-2000, treinta años del programa 
becas-crédito. Evolución, resultados e impacto.” Mexico City: CONACYT, n.d. 
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The idea that Conacyt should foment graduate study within Mexico was as old as the 
Council itself: the 1970 PNPCT called for funding more students domestically because the costs 
would be lower.108 A 1976 Conacyt report implied that international scholarships would be 
eventually phased out.109 However, even though domestic scholarships were more numerous, 
they attracted markedly less public attention. The Council continued to emphasize the 
importance of bringing back knowledge from abroad and used this as a selling point. In 1978, an 
advertisement for the becas-crédito program in Comunidad Conacyt announced scholarship 
offerings with the slogan “Taking the best the world has to offer / To perfect what’s ours [Tomar 
lo mejor del mundo / Para perfeccionar lo nuestro].”110 
In general terms, Conacyt used selection practices that had already been in use for a 
generation, similar to those of the Banco de México (see chapter 3). The primary factors for 
evaluation, at least as stated publicly, were academic achievement and the importance of the 
applicants’ area of study to current national priorities.111 Applications were screened by 
committees of experts in their field, not by Conacyt bureaucrats. In the early 1970s, Conacyt 
claimed to take economic need into account when two candidates were equally qualified. In 
these cases, the Council would conduct “a socioeconomic study” of the personal and family 
resources of the individuals under consideration.112 By 1980, Conacyt had changed some 
requirements, removing age limits and eliminating consideration of economic need. It now 
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required that prospective becarios for degree programs present a letter promising future 
employment.113 We lack archival documents to reconstruct the rationales for these changes, but 
all of these selection criteria and techniques had been used in the previous generation of 
scholarship granting, discussed in chapter 3. A new criterion responded to a broader trend of the 
era, “decentralization” or shifting resources away from Mexico City and toward provincial 
Mexico. Conacyt claimed to give preference to the graduates of regional universities.114 
Beyond the question of selection, Conacyt hoped to shape the pool of applicants from 
which becarios could be drawn. As a 1976 report explained, Conacyt’s scholarship program also 
need to do outreach to prospective becarios, providing information about the topics they might 
study and the most suitable universities to pursue their education. In this way, Conacyt sought to 
orient “scholarship applicants’ demand.” Of course, the Council’s recommendations were not to 
be “mandatory” in nature, for “students will continue to select the areas of study that are most 
suited to their personal interests. However, they will have access to information that allows them 
to make a better-founded decision.”115116 The official who penned this document anticipated 
criticism that the Council was encroaching on Mexican youth’s freedom to choose their 
academic path. The information that Conacyt provided was framed as helpful guidance for youth 
although its stated intention was to better align youth decisions with state objectives. I have not 
found evidence that this outreach plan was implemented. 
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Conacyt awarded scholarships in a wide range of disciplines. Initially, engineering and 
the hard sciences predominated, but by 1980, the categories of social science and administrative 
science both had more becarios than the hard sciences.117 A 1978 advertisement advised 
prospective becarios that they could study fields commonly associated with science and 
technology (biochemistry, agronomy, industrial engineering, etc.), but the social sciences, 
tourism, business administration, social work, and education were also included.118 Prior to 1977, 
a reported admitted, “practically all applications to study any discipline were considered,” but 
after that year Conacyt tried to align scholarships to its priority areas established in multi-year 
plans. In 1982, Conacyt reported that 40 percent of those seeking scholarships came from the 
social sciences and administration, a fact which they attributed to “the country’s educational 
structure.”119 
Another way that Conacyt sought to reach its becarios was through its periodicals, which 
created a discursive community of scientists, intellectuals, and students. Its magazines Ciencia y 
desarrollo and Comunidad Conacyt targeted a middle-class reader who was interested in science, 
literature, and art. The publications included rather dense articles alongside science fiction in 
translation, profiles of Mexican researchers and biographies of European and U.S. scientists, and 
even games and puzzles. While Comunidad Conacyt printed articles by prominent Mexican 
intellectuals, Ciencia y desarrollo published pieces by foreign-educated though not well-known 
Mexicans. The advertisements promoted scientific instruments, Aeroméxico flights to Europe, 
and Encyclopedia Britannica, implying a readership with disposable income or influence at 
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institutions or firms that could purchase equipment. These advertisements reflected the economic 
boom of the late 1970s as the result of high oil prices; during this period, the state and the middle 
classes were keen on spending lavishly.120 One advertisement printed in several issues of Ciencia 
y desarrollo in 1978 for Multibanco Comermex depicted a grinning male scientist leaning on his 
microscope (see Figure 11). The accompanying text declared the importance of scientific 
researchers in Mexico. This biologist’s “everyday work” led to industrial progress and better 
standards of living. The advertisement summarized his ambitions: “He, like many other 
professionals, works to be useful to Mexico, to be free, and to prosper with his family.” His 
nationalist and personal aspirations were intertwined and legitimized in this depiction. 
Multibanco Comermex expected readers to identify with the patriotic, prosperous biologist, or 
perhaps to imagine themselves one day being like this happy researcher.  
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Figure 11. Advertisement for Multibanco Comermex, “El investigador científico es uno de los 
grandes personajes de México,” 1978 
 
Source: Ciencia y desarrollo, May-June 1978, no. 25, p. 4. 





Figure 12. Conacyt advertisement for prospective becarios, 1980 
 
Source: Ciencia y desarrollo, January-February 1980, no. 30, p. 58. 




We see parallels to the Multibanco Comermex advertisement in Figure 12, which shows a 
1980 advertisement for Conacyt’s own scholarship program that invited applications for degree-
seeking students. Here, too, a smiling male face dominated the visual; the montage also featured 
scientific and industrial equipment and scientists (including one woman) at work, not smiling but 
absorbed in their research. The text emphasized how this program would serve the becario, not 
how the becario would serve the nation. A Conacyt scholarship, the advertisement claimed, 
would “help them achieve their professional goals in the field of Science and Technology.” The 
advertisement suggested that Conacyt sponsored, or even created, contented, youthful, cutting-
edge Mexican researchers. The archetypal becario was male, but the presence of a woman 
researcher in the image was a public acknowledgment that becarias were a visible constituency, 
too, although we do not have the exact numbers on how many women received scholarships in 
this era. A Conacyt report from 2001 notes that 30 percent of scholarships granted between 1971 
and 2000 went to women. It has graphics but not exact figures for the sex ratio by historical 
period. The report notes that among becarias, the proportion holding international scholarships 
rather than domestic scholarships increased in the 1990s.121 Further research in a Conacyt 
biweekly publication directed specifically for becarios can add more detail to our understanding 
of how the state visualized this sector of youth.122 
Aspiring and current becarios were clearly a target audience of the more widely-
distributed Conacyt publications, which also included advertisements for other scholarship 
programs. In 1980, Edmundo Flores included a note in Ciencia y desarrollo directed to the 
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Council’s becarios, asking them to write if they were not receiving all three Conacyt 
publications. Ciencia y desarrollo then published a reply from a Conacyt becaria at Stanford 
University (along with her dormitory location and room number) noting that she did receive all 
the publications, enjoyed reading them and was “very grateful” to receive them at no cost. 
However, she informed Conacyt that the magazines arrived late and in poor condition.123 Her 
reply was utterly banal, but the editors saw something worth publishing. Perhaps the exchange 
(between the fatherly Conacyt director Flores and the frank becaria) reflected the kind of 
becario-Conacyt relationship that the Council aspired to cultivate, or at least to project outward. 
To be sure, the most important resource that Conacyt becarios wished to receive was the 
monthly scholarship payment. One area that provoked occasional public disapproval had to do 
with scholarship amounts; though students themselves had complained about insufficient 
stipends since the early twentieth century, in the 1970s the paltry scholarship was something that 
established professionals worried about, too. Just after Conacyt’s creation, a leading Mexican 
physicist pointed out that graduate stipends were not adequate for young professionals who were 
becoming providers themselves.124 Part of the “care” that becarios needed from the state, then, 
was funding that accounted for their social roles as breadwinners. In 1975, a Conacyt pamphlet 
directed toward aspiring becarios stipulated higher scholarship amounts for students who were 
married with additional resources for up to three children.125 However, this was not a novel 
benefit. Rockefeller Foundation fellowships had long provided additional funding for married 
becarios and their dependents, including both becarios’ offspring and their own parents in some 
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cases, as I discussed in chapter 4. In the context of population control campaigns, it is worth 
noting that the Conacyt pamphlet provided only for a total of four dependents.126 I did not find 
information about whether only men could be breadwinner becario or if becarias traveled abroad 
with husbands and children in tow. 
The biologist Ruy Pérez Tamayo, writing in 1981, denounced Conacyt scholarships as 
“totally insufficient.” Echoing claims made in Guillermo Etienne’s guide for aspiring student 
migrants, Pérez Tamayo said that scholarships should be enough to prevent recipients from 
needing to work or otherwise distracting themselves from their studies. At the current 
scholarship rates, only becarios whose parents could support them could manage this. However, 
becarios were young adults (“over 25”) who were often starting their own families, Pérez 
Tamayo claimed. These students were forced to seek outside work to make ends meet, “to the 
detriment” of their scientific formation. He asserted that the officials who set scholarship 
amounts “would never agree to do their job full time for that amount of money.”127 Becarios 
were youth but not dependents; they were students for whom work was counterproductive. 
Conacyt failed to adequately care for its becarios by its incorrect understanding of “who” the 
becario was. Becarios had advanced this kind of argument for decades (see chapters 2 and 4), but 
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in the 1970s, public intellectuals like Pérez Tamayo advanced their cause and reframed the 
personal complaint as a policy failing. 
Though Conacyt may have dreamed that it could engineer more ideal becarios by shaping 
their aspirations before they even applied, it had little power to do so. Still, Conacyt’s work 
offered opportunities for the Council to extend protection and care to the students it sponsored. 
Once becarios had completed their studies and became exbecarios, Conacyt still had the impetus 
to monitor and guide behavior, but there was no longer any resource to distribute. It was even 
possible to simply lose track of the exbecarios once they entered the workforce: a 1976 report 
determined that the Council should follow exbecarios’ trajectories for up to a decade after the 
conclusion of their scholarship term. Conacyt hoped to be regularly informed about job titles, 
salaries, and research output, but the need to spell this out suggested that the Council was not 
able to collect this information.128 Ultimately, the way for the Mexican state to continue 
influencing exbecarios had to do with changing the terms of their scholarships to more 
coercively direct educated young Mexicans’ post-educational paths. Its scholarships were not 
outright grants but loans (“becas-crédito,” literally credit scholarships) that could be forgiven 
under circumstances. 
The reason for this move toward becas-crédito had to do with the purported dangers of 
brain drain that circulated in the Mexican press throughout the 1970s. To an extent, 
commentators in this era framed brain drain as a structural problem that resulted from 
geopolitical inequality. Wealthy countries paid higher salaries than developing nations like 
Mexico, making it difficult to attract highly-skilled individuals who could easily find work 
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abroad. Brain drain was another “manifestation” of dependency, a popular theory of the day.129 
A leftist politician asserted that “brain drain” was really more of a “brain theft” perpetrated by 
“imperialist countries.”130 However, the Mexican reading public was also regularly exposed to 
sociocultural explanations that emphasized the more personal factors of the choice to return to 
Mexico or remain abroad. When individuals were featured in the narrative, they were invariably 
male, although we know that women students also migrated and that some held Conacyt 
scholarships. 
In these articles, which appeared in a variety of publications throughout the 1970s, 
authors did not emphasize salary differentials so much as the demoralizing working conditions in 
Mexico. In 1971, economist Miguel Wionczek spoke with Mexican students in the United States 
and reported their belief that a sort of professional gerontocracy kept young, talented Mexican 
doctors from actually doing interesting work in their home country. For their part, Mexican 
scientists who returned home found that administrative maneuvering took up large amounts of 
time, keeping them from their research. When this happened, Wionczek warned, “a considerable 
number of young researchers rebel instead of giving in. And that rebellion becomes a definitive 
exodus” out of Mexico.131132 Wionczek’s use of the word “rebellion” was surely calculated. On 
the one hand, it framed brain drain as the product of a youthful break from authority. On the 
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other hand, in 1971 a “rebellious youth” would not have conjured up a disgruntled young 
researcher so much as an angry protester or hippie. Foreign-educated Mexicans were not as 
threatening as those dissident youth, but their choice to opt out of the Mexican workforce could 
still prove dangerous for the collective. 
A 1979 editorial by writer Margarita Michelena dramatized the returning student 
migrants’ narrative of woe as a national tragedy. Michelena focused on the case of the 
neurosurgeon Enrique Klériga Grossgerge, “mexicanísimo in spite of his Germanic surnames,” 
and extolled his professional accomplishments as a medical resident in the United States. She 
emphasized the financial and personal sacrifice that Dr. Klériga made by choosing to go back to 
Mexico, depicting his return migration as an act of patriotic altruism. Michelena predicted that 
Mexico would not be able to retain Dr. Klériga and others of his caliber as long as they were 
denied “attention, opportunities, and rewards [compensaciones].” Mexico writ large was failing 
the young neurosurgeon by not showering him with the care to which he was owed. Mexico 
would be the ultimate loser for leaving that obligation unmet.133 
Opinion editorials could only exhort Conacyt to take action, although analyses like those 
above suggested that the problem was deeply rooted and not easy to resolve. What is more, 
claims that brain drain was not actually a problem continued to circulate. Edmundo Flores’ 
theory of “the attraction of the taco” is one example, but there were also more serious exponents 
of this notion. Conacyt’s magazine Ciencia y desarrollo published a study by two U.S. 
researchers in 1979 that emphasized that the numbers of the most highly-qualified Mexicans 
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heading north remained small; it was actually the loss of medium-skilled workers that they 
believed to be especially crucial.134 With the problem denied by some, the specter of brain drain 
became a crisis-in-the-making but never an actual catastrophe, important but not apparently 
urgent. However, brain drain did have a moment in the spotlight when in March 1973, President 
Echeverría delivered a long address to Conacyt officials that the press would later call a 
“scolding.” 
Echeverría insisted the Council orient its work toward truly promoting Mexico’s 
economic independence. Situating Mexico as a Third World nation with the attendant challenges 
of underdevelopment, he elliptically pointed out that Mexico was especially dependent upon the 
United States. Echeverría claimed that Conacyt merely financed training of specialized personnel 
for transnational companies. Echeverría told Conacyt officials that once becarios had been 
selected, the Council needed to “psychologically and ideologically prepare those whom we will 
send [abroad].” Mexico did not need technicians, trained abroad in the use of foreign machinery, 
to then act as agents for the foreign companies that sold these capital goods. Becarios needed to 
reflect more deeply about the “authentic transfer of science and technology” to Mexico, instead 
of just “thinking about getting a job when they come back.”135 Echeverría expected a nationalist 
renewal within the Council itself, demanding “a more revolutionary attitude” to replace the 
“romantic” approach taken so far. “ Echeverría stated emphatically: “we are not going to 
continue educating researchers or young becarios abroad as a mere developmentalist foreign 
investment that does not favor real, balanced development, with justice and guarantees of 
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freedom that Mexico needs.”136137 These ideas were consonant with dependency theory, a 
radical, Latin American form of development thinking that attributed the poverty of the world’s 
periphery to the extractive exploitation of the center.138 
Echeverría pulled from both economic and cultural explanations of the brain drain 
problem. It makes sense that a dependency theory framework would be convincing to President 
Echeverría, who was generally disposed against “Mexican big business, international capital, and 
the United States”; as Alan Knight has claimed, the president shared this stance with other 
political elites of his generation who had grown up in a nationalist milieu that favored state 
involvement in the economy.139 Moreover, this speech came in the midst of Echeverría’s 
controversial efforts to promote “shared development” by increasing public spending, policies 
that curried favor with the left but were unpopular with business sectors and conservative 
groups.140 Harsh as the scolding was, Echeverría affirmed during the speech that Mexico would 
continue to send becarios abroad, and in fact, it would send more. In another moment, Echeverría 
apologized to his audience of “friends,” adding that Conacyt would soon be assigned more 
funding. After all, Conacyt was nothing less than “an instrument” of “national liberation,” or at 
least, it could be if officials paid more heed to Mexican economists who could explain 
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underdevelopment to the Council.141 Unsurprisingly, Conacyt director Eugenio Méndez Docurro 
was replaced not long after.142 
Conacyt responded to the scolding by unveiling a radically different scholarship program. 
In a meeting with the president in July 1974, the second director of Conacyt, Gerardo Bueno 
Zirión admitted that indeed “it was counterproductive that the limited resources at Conacyt’s 
disposal should be used to train specialized personnel for the benefit of foreign companies.”143144 
Thus, the new system of becas-crédito (credit scholarships) would provide incentives for 
exbecarios to work in the sectors preferred by Conacyt officials. Instead of paying students an 
outright subsidy, Conacyt stipends were now loans. In this system, exbecarios who worked in 
academic or research institutions for as many years as they had enjoyed Conacyt’s support, 
would have their entire debts forgiven. If exbecarios worked in the public sector, Conacyt would 
forgive 50 percent of their debt. For exbecarios working in majority-Mexican owned private 
companies, Conacyt would forgive 30 percent. For those who chose to work in foreign 
companies (and presumably, those who chose not to return to Mexico), Conacyt required full 
repayment of the beca-crédito.  
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This tiered system, director Bueno Zirión explained, allowed Conacyt to direct talent 
toward work in institutions that would best serve science policy goals. “Respectful of the rights 
of the individual granted in our Constitution, no one will be prevented from working in the place 
that best suits his or her personal interests,” he clarified, but of course the choice to work outside 
of research and academia came at a cost to the exbecario.145146 Conacyt reported that this scheme 
was successful: Bueno Zirión told the press in 1975 that only 1.5 percent of its exbecarios opted 
to work in transnational companies, 60 percent were employed in research and education, 30 to 
35 percent in the public sector, and the remainder in Mexican-owned firms.147 
With the becas-crédito program in place, it was easier for Conacyt officials to claim that 
brain drain was not a problem, or at least not with its own exbecarios. But a revealing set of 
documents from 1976 suggest that Conacyt officials remained concerned about their ability to 
ensure that returnees would work in the academic and public sectors. That year, the Council 
learned that the American Chamber of Commerce of Mexico, which represented U.S. business 
interests in Mexico, had created a program called “Fuga de Cerebros” that was intended to help 
foreign-educated Mexicans find work in their home country.148 The Chamber of Commerce sent 
a circular letter to Mexican students abroad letting them know that they could use their service to 
find work by submitting their information to be shared with companies represented by the 
Chamber. The program would provide those companies with “a source of potential executives” 
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by encouraging Mexicans to return to their country “where their presence is so urgently needed,” 
as the circular explained. Students receiving the information were encouraged to publicize the 
opportunity to other Mexicans at their universities.149 The Chamber of Commerce program 
suggested to Mexican students abroad that they could contribute to the nation serving not as 
researchers but as managers in foreign-owned firms. 
For Conacyt, this circular was cause for alarm. Director Bueno Zirión met with the 
Chamber’s president personally to secure an agreement to cancel the program. In a letter he also 
sent to Echeverría and Bravo Ahuja, Bueno Zirión reiterated the reasons for Conacyt’s request. 
The state had invested a great deal in educating researchers despite “serious budget limitations,” 
and these individuals had been trained so that they could research and teach. Bueno Zirión added 
that among Conacyt becarios, there was “practically” no brain drain to speak of because of the 
terms of their scholarships. Still, the Chamber of Commerce’s circular “could cause an internal 
brain drain,” presumably by attracting Conacyt becarios to work in the private, foreign-owned 
sector.150 This brain drain worried the Echeverría administration just as much as the researchers 
and scientists who did not return to Mexican soil. The Chamber of Commerce program 
represented a threat as an institution that offered similar services to Conacyt. Evidently, Conacyt 
worried about its ability to compete, especially because those private sector jobs probably paid 
better than the positions it preferred for exbecarios. Under Edmundo Flores, Conacyt would walk 
back this hostile stance toward transnational firms and the private sector in general, but the 
becas-crédito model remained in place for decades. 
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Conacyt’s other tactics to combat brain drain were to assist becarios in finding jobs and 
to repatriate Mexican researchers working abroad. In 1972, Conacyt created the bolsa de trabajo 
that director Eugenio Méndez Docurro had described to the Chamber of Deputies as a temporary 
measure to ensure that exbecarios’ skills were put to good use. Conacyt claimed that between 
1971 and 1980, their service had received 7,962 curricula vitae from becarios seeking 
employment and over 43,000 requests from employers seeking personnel.151 Conacyt used its 
magazine Comunidad Conacyt to disseminate classified ads with job announcements for its 
becarios. The bolsa de trabajo was not quickly phased out as had been the plan but became a 
permanent service. As of 1978, Conacyt also published a bimonthly employer-facing bulletin 
with a directory of becarios who were seeking positions. Sixteen thousand copies of the bulletin 
were distributed to academic institutions, research centers, and private firms. An advertisement 
in Comunidad Conacyt notified becarios that their profiles could be included in this bulletin and 
asked them to submit information about their studies, language abilities, work experience, and 
employment preferences.152 This bolsa de trabajo was intended ostensibly to help becarios, but it 
also empowered Conacyt as a clearinghouse. Perhaps most importantly, every request from an 
employer strengthened the Council’s claims that brain drain was not an issue for its exbecarios. 
The repatriation program had a mostly symbolic value. In 1973, Conacyt reported that it 
had repatriated 11 Mexican scientists abroad, most of whom were working in the United 
States.153 This warranted a triumphant article in Novedades that listed the names of each 
researcher and his area of expertise, his foreign institutional affiliation, and the Mexican 
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institution that would receive him. Conacyt would pay for the return trip and the first year of the 
researcher’s salary. The repatriation achievement was announced just days after Conacyt had 
been publicly harangued by Echeverría, making it an opportune moment to publicize a bona fide 
accomplishment. Still, the Conacyt official speaking to the press, Raúl Ondarza, revealed that the 
repatriation effort faced major obstacles, acknowledging the Council’s impotence to reverse 
brain drain for those who had not received becas-crédito. Quite often, the official explained, 
Mexican scientists abroad “have already put down roots” in their foreign homes. Mexico had 
already “lost” them. This Conacyt official, a biologist who had studied at the University of 
Glasgow, framed Mexican scientists as social beings when explaining the challenge of luring 
them to Mexican institutions.154 He admitted that Conacyt could only “repatriate scientists who 
are generally single and do not have sentimental ties (wives and children in the country where 
they live), as is often the case.”155156 Unsurprisingly, the only researchers Conacyt had in mind 
were men. The Council’s repatriation offer attracted a small number of drained brains: between 
1974 and 1981, Conacyt repatriated another 70 Mexican researchers.157  
However, even members of the Mexican scientific community abroad seem not to have 
known much about this program. Two Mexican medical researchers based in the United States 
wrote to the editors of Ciencia y desarrollo in 1981 claiming that other Mexicans abroad were 
interested in returning home given the country’s “great improvement in technological 
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infrastructure” in recent years. They were curious about whether repatriation efforts, public or 
private, existed that “provide orientation to educated Mexicans wishing to return to their country, 
to analyze their resumes, and to channel them to where their time and energy will be best put to 
use.”158159 In other words, they wondered if Conacyt was doing the very work it was already 
engaged in. The editors of Ciencia y desarrollo probably printed the letter for its optimistic 
portrayal of researchers’ desires to repatriate, but they revealed that the Council’s own efforts 
had gone unnoticed. The fact that this letter was co-written by a woman is a reminder that not all 
drained brains belonged to men. 
Indeed, the continued calls for Conacyt to attend to the return migration of Mexicans 
educated abroad made clear that the bolsa de trabajo, repatriation program, and the becas-
crédito scheme were not enough. In 1978, El Heraldo de México published an editorial 
lamenting the wasted investment in becarios whose preparation Mexico proved incapable of 
putting to good use. Returning to the patria with their “wealth of knowledge [bagaje de 
conocimientos],” quite often becarios undertook “a painful pilgrimage in search of employment, 
to no effect.” Whether they moved abroad or stayed in Mexico working in jobs that did not 
utilize their specialized training, “the country’s efforts to train these professionals turns out to be 
useless.” For the editors, this was yet another example of Mexico as a “country of paradoxes”: “it 
has a serious lack of skilled human resources, and the few who are available are not put to use.” 
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The newspaper called for Conacyt to resolve the paradox.160 After all, the state had raised this 
generation of becarios only to let the nation fail them in the end. 
Conclusion 
As early as 1961, when senators presented the doomed project of the Instituto Nacional 
de Becas, state officials recognized that making international scholarship granting align with 
national goals meant limiting becarios’ ability to pursue their own objectives. The state tried to 
direct youth toward studying and working in ways that the state deemed conducive for 
development. Conacyt’s scholarship program was designed, and then rejiggered, to push becarios 
toward certain decisions, but documents often preemptively clarified that their coercion would 
not, of course, infringe upon young people’s freedom to make their own paths. In fact, dictating 
the career and geographical moves of their own exbecarios proved challenging. The financial 
incentives that Conacyt offered, from relocation expenses to loan forgiveness, could not 
guarantee that exbecarios would behave in any certain way. Though it reported successful results 
from the becas-crédito system, neither officials nor observers seemed sure what it was that 
returning Mexican youth most desired and what would make them willing to stay in Mexico. 
Many voices in public conversations seemed sure that the problem was about more than money. 
For some, Mexican culture and society had to change to be more congenial to the young lights of 
the future. Or maybe, as Edmundo Flores suggested, becarios’ own Mexicanness – not abstract, 
but as everyday as a taco – would compel them to return home.  
In sum, Conacyt was unable to coordinate and manage student migration. It was 
criticized for this lack of control, and it also garnered attacks for its inability to adequately care 
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for its becarios. What the Council could do was to facilitate student mobility by making more 
resources available for scholarships. In this sense, the scholarship program was a kind of social 
policy for educated, middle-class youth, and this was widely recognized. Writing in the 
newspaper El Día in 1983, a young economist noted that Conacyt’s public reputation was that it 
served “as a financial aid agency for graduate students.” Although the Council was intended “to 
be the great institution of Mexican Science and Technology,” it was on its way to being nothing 
more than “the great giver of scholarships [el gran dador de becas].”161162 More than describing 
a troubling possible future for Conacyt, this sarcastic epithet summarized what was surely most 
beloved about the Council among Mexican university youth. But economic crisis had already 
imperiled the scholarship program by 1983, and there were not as many scholarships to be won 
in that decade of austerity.
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During the same period characterized by hand-wringing about an exodus of highly-
educated Mexicans to the United States, Mexican labor migration was on the rise. This outbound 
flow of citizens did not worry Mexican officials: unlike “brains,” who represented a scarce 
resource that the nation needed to conserve, migrant workers and their families constituted only a 
burden for their homeland. Concerns about overpopulation led government officials to welcome 
the emigration of “surplus” rural Mexicans who might otherwise be unemployed.1 In the late 
1970s and early 1980s, representatives of the Mexican state implored U.S. officials not to send 
working-class Mexican nationals home or to enact policy that would prevent Mexicans from 
migrating north.2 To contemporaries, student migrants and labor migrants seemed so 
categorically distinct that there was nothing strange about fearing that the former might never 
come back while hoping that the latter would remain abroad. After all, students were almost 
never glossed as “migrants,” and as we saw in chapters two and four, middle-class Mexican 
youth in the United States did all they could to distance themselves from labor migrants, fellow 
Mexicans though they were. 
Notwithstanding the fragility of Mexican student migrants’ status or the tight financial 
straits they sometimes faced, the subjects of this dissertation were a privileged group. As only a 
small group of outbound Mexican migrants, they were important collectively and individually. 
They were valued as guiding lights for the nation. They were different from working-class 
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Mexican migrants in terms of social background and educational attainment, and they sought not 
cash but social and cultural capital. But as border-crossing Mexican citizens, student migrants 
form part of the broad history of Mexican migration, a phenomenon that involved Mexicans 
from all social classes. Migrating was a strategy to which Mexicans rich and poor could turn to 
acquire something, material or symbolic, that they could not have obtained by remaining at 
home. And in certain historical moments, the Mexican state has nourished aspiring migrants’ 
transnational ambitions through migration policy. For working-class Mexicans, such policy has 
included bilateral agreements for guestworkers, remittance matching, and consular protection. 
For middle-class students, international scholarship programs involve the state in promoting and 
regulating citizens’ mobility beyond the national territory. This work is not recognized as 
migration policy or conducted through migration-focused governmental entities. But this 
dissertation has emphasized that we can understand the development of such policy by following 
the paths of mobile individuals, tracing the ideas circulating about students abroad, and charting 
the institutional processes that facilitate student migration. 
The story I have told is about Mexico: about Mexicans abroad and at home, about 
Mexican ideas, and about the Mexican state. But this narrative has necessarily traced the ways 
that people, ideas, and institutions from the United States involved themselves in Mexican 
student migration. The first suggestions that Mexican study abroad had political significance 
came from U.S. observers who wished to foment that migratory flow as a way of spreading pro-
U.S. sentiments south of the border. Alongside Mexican scholarship offerings, U.S. scholarships 
for Mexican students have served as an alternative for about a century. On U.S. campuses, 
Mexican students navigated racial and national hierarchies, created transnational social networks, 
and pursued middle-class lifestyles. Some student migrants stayed beyond the end of their 




education and worked for a time in the United States before ultimately returning to Mexico, and 
others permanently settled in the United States. In writing Mexican history, I have emphasized 
its cross-border dimensions and suggested that transnational phenomena belong within the scope 
of Mexican national history. Historical actors in Mexico saw student migration in those terms. 
Mexican actors strategically accessed U.S. resources in pursuit of their personal goals and for the 
benefit of their nation. 
During the second half of the twentieth century, Mexico’s higher education system was 
expanding to accommodate a growing population with a growing proportion of youth hoping to 
earn professional degrees. New, private institutions appealed to those seeking an alternative to 
the public stalwarts in Mexico’s large cities. In the 1970s, the state financed the creation of 
universities and research institutes in smaller provincial centers, obeying the imperative of 
decentralization and making higher education more accessible to Mexican youth who grew up 
far from the capital. Along with greatly expanded opportunities to earn professional degrees, 
postgraduate programs to earn Master’s and even doctoral degrees were growing in number, too. 
As I mentioned in chapter five, after the mid-1970s, a majority of Conacyt’s scholarships went to 
Mexican students studying in these relatively new programs or who were completing 
professional theses at Mexican institutions. 
This developing array of educational options at home could be invoked to weaken 
arguments that it was essential to send Mexican students abroad. In the early 1980s, the elderly 
biologist Enrique Beltrán, who earned a Ph.D. in protozoology at Columbia a half century 
earlier, stated that his advice for young scientists in his field had changed.3 Instead of urging 
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youth to study in the United States or Europe as he might have done 15 years earlier, now he 
“would advise them to stay in Mexico,” where Mexican experts could supervise their research. 
Beltrán remembered that as a young man in the 1930s he had had no choice but to leave home to 
learn protozoology from a world-renowned expert, but this was no longer necessary. “We are 
already getting past this phase that all countries have gone through: going to seek knowledge in 
other places,” he asserted.45 In the coming years, thousands of Mexicans would complete 
graduate programs in their home country: this number doubled from 6,634 in 1984 to reach 
13,632 a decade later.6 
It was also markedly less expensive for the state to fund graduate study domestically, as 
everyone realized. When Conacyt becarios in Mexican institutions learned that their scholarships 
would be canceled in summer 1982, representatives from several Mexican universities held a 
press conference demanding an explanation for the decision. One speaker pronounced it 
“illogical” that their meager monthly scholarships of 8,000 pesos (less than the minimum wage) 
were suspended when U.S. tuition cost the annual equivalent of 500,000-600,000 pesos.7 
Conacyt seemed to be in agreement, for it scaled back its international scholarship program, 
something that the Council had periodically promised to do since its creation. In 1981, nearly 
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half of Conacyt’s 4,340 scholarships went to students going abroad, but by 1988, with total 
scholarship numbers reduced to 2,235, only one in five scholarships were for international 
study.8 Mexican families were also less likely to be able to finance study abroad, and the 
availability of other scholarships could have been reduced, too. After reaching almost 7,900 
students in 1981, Mexican student migration to the United States declined in the 1980s, and it 
would not match the level of the 1981 peak again until 1993 (see Table 2). From the vantage 
point of the mid-1980s, it might have seemed that that study abroad was a phenomenon on the 
decline. The cost of foreign education proved prohibitive in an era of state austerity and 
economic insecurity for the middle classes. 
Ultimately, the economic crisis of 1982 did not bring an end of study abroad or 
international scholarship granting by the end of the state, and student migration – funded by 
Mexican families, international institutions, and the Mexican state – has persisted even as more 
Mexican alternatives become available. Beginning the early 1990s, international scholarship 
granting and student migration were growing once again. By 1999, there were over 10,000 
Mexican students in the United States, and in 2017-2018 (the most recent data available), there 
were over 15,000 (see Table 2). Total “outbound mobility,” or the flow of Mexican students 
leaving the country for various international destinations, was calculated at over 29,000 students 
for 2015-2016.9 Conacyt reported that it gave 4,864 scholarships for study abroad in 2016; about 
a quarter went to the United States.10 However, it is graduate study in Mexico that has expanded 
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most impressively: in 2016, Conacyt awarded over 52,000 scholarships for students in these 
Mexican programs; domestic scholarships now outnumber international scholarships by more 
than 10 to 1.11 
Economic crisis and a significant political shift led to a reduction in international 
scholarship in 1982, and today, it is clear that the “Fourth Transformation” promised by 
Mexico’s new president Andrés Manuel López Obrador has also identified foreign scholarships 
as a state practice in need of change. Just days after taking office in December 2018, López 
Obrador made reference to study abroad in a morning press conference. He was explaining why 
it was taking time to form his government as he searched for “honest” individuals. Some people 
had studied abroad and even earned doctorates there, but what they had acquired abroad was 
only bad habits or tricks, “malas mañas.”12 Twitter users quickly pointed out that López 
Obrador’s son studied abroad in Spain. “And there is nothing wrong with that,” stated one tweet, 
but “what is wrong is to have such a cynical president.”13 López Obrador’s criticism of those 
who studied abroad drew comments that the president himself was not sufficiently educated and 
that he did not value expertise. On the other hand, others raised the fact that the president’s 
cabinet included many foreign-educated Mexicans. Their impressive educational pedigrees had 
been widely advertised earlier in the year as a selling point.14 What did it mean that the president 
now questioned the value of study abroad? 
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In February 2019, the new director of Conacyt, María Elena Álvarez-Buylla, told El 
Universal that the Council was going to stop sending so many students abroad as she explained 
that Conacyt would reduce expenses as it sought “scientific sovereignty.” Mexican students 
should study in Mexican institutions at a lower cost to the government. She warned that there 
might not be new scholarships for study abroad.15 Twitter users responded with occasional praise 
for the decision but mostly with great alarm. Denise Dresser, a prominent public intellectual, 
decried the plan as “misunderstood nationalism.”16 Commenters also pointed out that Álvarez-
Buylla herself was U.S.-educated: she earned a Ph.D in Botany from Berkeley in 1992. 
Claims that Mexico no longer needed to sponsor students abroad, first appearing in the 
1980s, are still being made today, over three decades later. In the comments section of an article 
on the potential cancelation of foreign scholarships, one reader offered support for Conacyt’s 
position and perhaps explained why Álvarez-Buylla would shut the door behind her, so to speak. 
The commenter explained that he had studied abroad in England in 2000 and became a 
researcher at the UNAM, but now, he argued that Mexico had enough researchers to train new 
generations. He mentioned the high cost of supporting students abroad and noted that not all 
foreign universities were “worth it.” In reply, another user interpreted this position: “In other 
words, now that I already went [abroad] everyone else can go screw themselves [se chinguen].” 
He disagreed with the UNAM researcher’s assessment of the quality of Mexican institutions, but 
that line of argumentation seemed almost an afterthought. It is the end of the comment that is of 
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interest here: “I wonder what would have happened if in 1999 [then-President Ernesto] Zedillo or 
[soon-to-be-elected] Vicente Fox had said, ‘You all should stay here in Mexico. In the end, we 
have enough researchers here, we don’t need more’…I think that your point of view would be 
different.”17 The comment writer’s message was that international scholarships are something 
that youth desire regardless of the state of Mexican academic programs or the dictates of a 
political moment. Presumably, if the UNAM researcher’s aspirations had been denied by the 
regime in power, he would have been opposed to any argument invoked against international 
scholarship granting. 
This comment underscores a central claim in this dissertation: the state’s impetus for 
international scholarship granting goes beyond filling perceived gaps in the Mexican system of 
higher education, although that argument has long been used to justify sending students abroad. 
Though it is a state function, international scholarship granting is rooted in social practices and 
cultural beliefs that date back to the nineteenth century. The aspiration to study abroad has 
animated Mexican youth for just as long, and the reason for their transnational ambitions was not 
merely to study something that they could not study in Mexico. Often these ambitions were 
treated as self-explanatory, but when pressed, students articulated two hopes: to better their own 
futures, and to make Mexico better. These desires were legible to state officials who personally 
handled their scholarships in the early twentieth century and patterned their oversight of far-
flung becarios on the model of parental authority. As international scholarship granting expanded 
in the 1940s, and especially after the creation of Conacyt, state actors developed systems and 
institutions that could satisfy youth’s desire to study abroad even as the programs responded to 
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imperatives for state planning. Throughout the twentieth century, educated youth pursued their 
aspirations and state actors accommodated them, and their interactions were marked by notions 
of class, age hierarchies, and normative gender roles. 
The context for this relationship was Mexican nationalism, a changing set of values and 
projects that in various iterations defined Mexico’s place in the world and charted a course for its 
national future. Mexican nationalisms of the twentieth century offered students and officials a 
way to relate study abroad to the needs of the Mexican collective. At the same time, these 
nationalisms could threaten the legitimacy of transnational mobility. Sending young people out 
of Mexico was a risk, one that detractors said outweighed any benefits to the nation to be gained 
from training the best and brightest outside it. While public debates in the 1920s-1930s and again 
in the 1970s-1980s highlighted the substantial cost of funding students abroad, the more 
worrisome potential loss was of those very students who could choose not to come home. This 
anxiety, so often stoked by foreign-educated Mexicans, reflected the tension inherent in a 
nationalist project of international mobility. Simultaneously, it elevated the status of Mexico’s 
“brains” and provided compelling new reasons for the state to attend to their social and cultural 
expectations as middle-class professionals. 
Two days after the ominous announcement about the international scholarship program in 
February 2019, Conacyt indicated that the program remained active by publishing the dates for 
the next cycle of applications. Still, the immediate future of international scholarship granting 
through Conacyt is uncertain given that both its director and the president himself have made 
public statements against study abroad. In the meantime, it appears that current becarios are 
already in limbo. A handful of Conacyt becarios studying abroad contacted the Council and the 




press to complain that they had not received their scholarship payments. Patricia Santillán 
Carvantes, a becaria in Germany, published the letter to Conacyt on Twitter:  
We understand the political situation in our country, we understand administrative 
uncertainty, but what we do not understand is the lack of empathy for us students who are 
already abroad. Start-up expenses and registration at the university run to more than 
50,000 pesos, which we have covered thanks to loans and help from family. However, we 
are filled with a sense of helplessness and fear given this hasty, murky decision as to 
when students abroad will be paid […] We are grateful to be becarios, we are grateful for 
the support that our country will give us, and we will be even more grateful if that 
support is timely and sure.18 
Thinking of the letter’s virtual readership, the writers anticipated that they would be 
accused of a lack of solidarity with the López Obrador government and for being ungrateful, so 
they framed their demands to prevent those criticisms. The becarios’ message to the official 
addressees closely resembles other missives to scholarship grantors written over the past century. 
The becarios stated what they had paid from their own pockets and how they had done so, 
emphasizing the state’s failure to provide for its dependents. But most notably, they 
communicated their emotional state of “helplessness and fear” and expressed consternation at 
Conacyt’s “lack of empathy.” The letter implies that Conacyt, and by extension the Mexican 
state, must care about the subjective experiences of youth. Its failure to comprehend the becarios’ 
plight is surprising to them. Even though the letter writers are just a few of several thousand 
Mexican students abroad sponsored by Conacyt, these becarios expect from the institution 
individualized concern for their well-being. The indignity of the late payments is not the mere 
deprivation of promised financial resources. Rather, it is that the state which should be protecting 
the becarios instead does them psychic harm. 
                                                 
18 Patricia Santillán Carvantes et al. to Edwin Ricardo Triujeque Woods et al., February 11, 2019.  
Attached to Twitter post, February 11, 2019. https://twitter.com/PatyshaSC/status/1095113125114859525 




The letter reached the newspaper El Sol de México which reported on the late payments. 
A journalist asked becaria Santillán about Conacyt’s threat to end international scholarship 
granting entirely. She responded, “The problem isn’t how many students they’re sending abroad, 
but whether they prepared are to welcome us back. Conacyt becarios are people of academic 
excellence, and research centers in other places can see that. It’s no coincidence that Mexico has 
the biggest brain drain in Latin America.” She added that high-quality “working conditions” 
were something else Mexico should be providing to its exbecarios.1920 Santillán shifted the 
conversation from the fate of international scholarships to her own professional future. She 
affirmed that becarios were special and placed the blame for brain drain squarely on Mexico’s 
failure to create suitable opportunities for exbecarios. Her statement could have easily been made 
decades earlier by previous generations of becarios abroad whose hopes and worries were 
essentially the same. And indeed, the predicament that gave Santillán a platform – the late 
scholarship payment – is one that has frustrated generations of becarios. 
Further research can document in greater detail the ways that student migration as a youth 
practice, and international scholarship granting as a state function, have changed in recent 
decades. But the old tensions and perennial complaints appearing in the news suggest that the 
debates of the twentieth century remain unresolved in the twenty-first. State-sponsored student 
                                                 
19 “El problema no es cuántos alumnos están mandando al extranjero, sino qué tan preparados están 
para recibirnos. Los becarios Conacyt somos personas de excelencia académica, y los centros de 
investigación de otros lugares del mundo lo notan. No es de a gratis que México tenga la mayor ‘fuga de 
cerebros’ de Latinoamérica. Necesitamos que haya congruencia entre el número de becas otorgadas y 
las opciones de integrarse a la ciencia mexicana. Así mismo las condiciones laborales deben ser de 
calidad” 
20 Alejandro Suárez, “Becarios del Conacyt, sin apoyos para este año,” El Sol de México, February 18, 
2019. https://www.elsoldemexico.com.mx/mexico/sociedad/becarios-del-conacyt-sin-apoyos-para-este-
ano-3074098.html (Accessed February 20, 2019). 




migration seems easy to criticize, especially in moments of heightened nationalism, but it also 
appears to be hard to cancel as long as there is a demand for scholarships to study abroad. 
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Appendix 1: Quantifying Mexican Student Migration 
Throughout the dissertation, I present figures on the total number of Mexican students in 
the United States during a given year. I have collected all the data in Table 2 below, and Table 3 
shows the percent change in the number of Mexican students by decade. This data comes from 
five sources, all produced by institutions based in the United States. The first is a U.S. Bureau of 
Education report on foreign student migration to the United States published in 1915. This only 
provides numbers for a single year, 1913, but it is the earliest count of foreign students in the 
United States to my knowledge. Unfortunately, the report does not explain how the Bureau 
compiled its statistics except to say that 275 institutions were included in making the count.1 The 
second course is a directory that attempted to list the names and nationalities of all foreign 
students in the United States in 1919, apparently by contacting all institutions of higher 
education. The Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students (CFRFS) created this 
document by collecting information from U.S. colleges and universities, but not all institutions 
responded. This directory included 261 Mexican students. A mimeographed page in the back of 
the copy of this directory at the Missionary Research Library at Union Theological Seminary had 
the totals for the 1920-1921 year.2 
For the years 1921 to 1928, I used data from the Institute of International Education.3 The 
fourth source is a publication produced by the CFRFS “The Unofficial Ambassadors,” which 
                                                 
1 Capen, Opportunities for Foreign Students at Colleges and Universities in the United States, 57–58. 
2 Committee on Friendly Relations among Foreign Students, Directory of Foreign Students in the United 
States of America (New York: The Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, 1919). 
3 Institute of International Education, “Ninth Annual Report of the Director” (New York: Institute of 
International Education, 1928), 16–18. 




was published yearly between 1929 and 1948 (except that no report was published in 1944).4 The 
CFRFS collected information from university registrars to calculate total numbers of foreign 
students from different countries. My figures for 1949 and the following years come from the 
last source, the IIE’s Open Doors reports (1952 is missing). These reports are still released 
annually by the IIE. These were the direct successor of the CFRFS reports, but the IIE had an 
expanded list of institutions from which to solicit data. It also developed record cards on every 
foreign student from reporting colleges and universities that could be tabulated using IBM 
computers.5 By the mid-1970s, the IIE had moved to collecting a smaller amount of information 
from institutions and then creating a representative sample to analyze more detailed aspects of 
the foreign student population. They also began extrapolating data, which is why numbers are 
round after 1974.6 
For all of these sources of data, the methodology was to remit surveys to U.S. colleges 
and universities asking them to provide information on their foreign students. However, 
institutions receiving the survey did not always provide the data, so actual totals were certainly 
higher than the figures provided in the sources, but it is impossible to say by how much, although 
tabulators tried to guess the real total periodically. Another problem inherent in the methodology 
is how U.S. universities counted Mexican students. At a basic level, administrators sometimes 
listed all students from “Latin America” or “Central America” together without disaggregating 
                                                 
4 The 1930 report was titled “Envoys Extraordinary.” 
5 See Institute of International Education, “Open Doors: Report on International Education Exchange” 
(New York, 1949). 
6 Institute of International Education, “Open Doors: Report on International Education Exchange” (New 
York, 1975), 5–9. 




by country.7 But a thornier matter is how university officials determined what country a student 
represented using a messy set of criteria that included race, nationality, mobility, and citizenship. 
The archetypal “foreign student” resembled the individuals I study in this dissertation: students 
born and raised in Mexico who took up residence in the United States for the first time at the 
moment of their enrollment in a U.S. college or university. As the IIE explained in 1928 when 
presenting their data on foreign students, they sought “to include only bona fide foreign students; 
viz those students who have come to the United States from other countries for the express 
purpose of pursuing courses in our educational institutions and excluding the large number of 
students of foreign birth who are citizens or residents of this country.”8 
As early as 1936, the CFRFS sought to divide immigrants from temporary student 
migrants in another way: “for the purposes of this census,” it noted in its report, “a foreign 
student is one born abroad, not of American parentage, who intends to reside permanently in his 
native land.”9 They acknowledged that the University registrars who provided their data were not 
always aware of their students’ future plans.10 Later in the twentieth century, following the 
advent of student visas, some universities distinguished between foreign nationals with U.S. 
permanent residence and those with nonimmigrant visas, and the IIE began to keep track of this 
as well beginning in 1975.11  
                                                 
7 E.g., Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, “The Unofficial Ambassadors” (New 
York: Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, 1933), 10. 
8 Institute of International Education, “Ninth Annual Report of the Director,” 16. 
9 Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, “The Unofficial Ambassadors” (New York: 
Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, 1936), 11. 
10 Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, “The Unofficial Ambassadors” (New 
York: Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, 1937), 9. 
11 Institute of International Education, “Open Doors: Report on International Education Exchange,” 1975, 
9–10. 




Of course, there were also Mexican nationals who migrated to the United States some 
time before beginning their higher education, migrating with their families as children or 
adolescents to settle in the United States.12 Two prominent U.S. public intellectuals of the mid-
twentieth century, Carlos E. Castañeda and Ernesto Galarza, fit this category.13 They made their 
careers in the United States and were connected to Mexican-American and Chicano political 
struggles and Latin American scholarly networks. Finally, there were also U.S.-born individuals 
of Mexican descent who had U.S. citizenship but might have been included by some university 
administrators in a count of “Mexican” students, particularly in the first half of the twentieth 
century, when racialized understandings of citizenship were so pronounced that, for example, 
U.S. citizens of Mexican descent were included in repatriation projects during the Great 
Depression.14 As Galarza remembered from his days as a student at Occidental College in Los 
Angeles in the 1920s, youth of Mexican descent either embraced being “Mexicanos” (ostensibly, 
regardless of their country of residence or citizenship) or denied having Mexican heritage. For 
students like him who did identify as Mexicanos, were they seen as foreign students or not? 
Galarza recalled that at Occidental, he was “a novelty” and “a curiosity” on a campus where few 
students had contact with Mexican-descended communities.15 As evidence of the possibility that 
citizenship might not determine ascriptions of foreignness, note that Puerto Rican students were 
                                                 
12 For scholarship requests to the Mexican government from individuals residing in the United States, see 
Guzmán, “Migrant Parents, Mexican-Americans, and Transnational Citizenship, 1920s to 1940s.” 
13 For a biography of Castañeda, see Felix D. Almarez, Knight Without Armor: Carlos Eduardo 
Castaneda, 1896-1958 (College Station, TX: Texas A & M University Press, 1999); for Galarza’s 
experiences migrating as a child, see Ernesto Galarza, Barrio Boy (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2011); for an oral history with Galarza from the end of his life, see Ernesto Galarza, The 
Burning Light: Action and Organizing in the Mexican Community in California (Berkeley: Regional Oral 
History Office, The Bancroft Library, University of California, 1982). 
14 On this, see George J. Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture, and Identity in 
Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
15 Galarza, The Burning Light, 28–29. 




counted in the CFRFS census of foreign students as of 1946 because though they were 
“politically U.S. citizens,” the report authors felt it was worth “having in mind distinctions of 
cultural background.”16 Still, Mexican-descended and others of Latin American heritage were 
not the most extreme case in this regard: in the 1930s, the CFRFS tabulated the presence of 
Asian Americans, admitting that they were U.S. citizens, but they did not list numbers for 
students who were descendants of other immigrant groups.17  
With these caveats, the CFRFS and IIE data remains invaluable for getting a sense of the 
changing magnitude of Mexican student migration over time. Even if they left students 
uncounted and perhaps included students who were U.S. citizens, their censuses capture the 
mobility of many privately-funded students from Mexico whose stories are harder to track 
because rich archival sources tend to come from scholarship-granting institutions. This is also the 
only available historical data on Mexican student migration. Mexican institutions did not attempt 
to produce their own counts of outbound student migration until very recently.18 
In addition to quantifying the presence of foreign students in the United States, the 
CFRFS and the IIE also requested information from universities about their foreign students and 
included this in their annual reports: sex, age, funding source, and area of study, for example. 
Much of this data was not disaggregated by country, or at least not consistently. Of course, 
                                                 
16 Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, “The Unofficial Ambassadors” (New 
York: Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, 1946), 13. 
17 The CFRFS report from 1933 included “four hundred students born in [the] United States of Oriental 
parentage” in its count of “foreign students.” By 1937, this categorization had come under scrutiny, but 
the CFRFS defended its attention to this group of U.S. citizens by explaining that they faced “more 
discrimination than do Oriental students who have come from overseas,” and moreover, university 
administrators “do not know who are American citizens and who are not, among Orientals." See 
Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, “The Unofficial Ambassadors,” 1933, 10; 
Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, “The Unofficial Ambassadors,” 1937, 9, 12. 
18 For a recent study of this type, see Maldonado, Patlani. 




numbers could be inaccurate for the same methodological reasons listed above, but this data is 
still of interest. We can track the proportion of Mexican women students between 1935 and 
1973. We also have data on the distribution of Mexican students by U.S. state, but only for the 
years 1919 and 1968. The 1919 data comes from the CFRFS directory mentioned above, and this 
directory even lists students by institution (see Table 8). For 1968, the Open Doors report 
published the following year tabulated the number of students from different regions by the U.S. 
state where they studied, and Mexico was counted as a discrete region.19 The 1968 data is shown 
in Table 9, and Table 10 shows the changing percentage of the U.S. total of Mexican students 
located in selected states.  
                                                 
19 Institute of International Education, “Open Doors: Report on International Education Exchange” (New 
York, 1969), 47. 
















1913 4,222 223 5.3 
1914 no data no data no data 
1915 no data no data no data 
1916 no data no data no data 
1917 no data no data no data 
1918 no data no data no data 
1919 6,636 260 3.9 
1920 no data no data no data 
1921 6,497 319 4.9 
1922 6,488 244 3.8 
1923 7,494 232 3.1 
1924 6,988 198 2.8 
1925 7,518 201 2.7 
1926 6,961 188 2.7 
1927 7,541 211 2.8 
1928 8,955 269 3.0 
1929 9,113 271 3.0 
1930 10,033 315 3.1 
1931 10,478 343 3.3 
1932 10,394 298 2.9 
1933 8,220 236 2.9 
1934 7,720 212 2.7 
1935 8,372 186 2.2 
1936 7,763 185 2.4 
1937 8,435 209 2.5 
1938 10,093 222 2.2 
1939 7,904 198 2.5 
1940 8,275 244 2.9 
1941 8,566 257 3.0 
1942 8,075 358 4.4 




1943 7,244 378 5.2 
1944 no data no data no data 
1945 7,540 364 4.8 
1946 10,341 510 4.9 
1947 14,956 631 4.2 
1948 19,934 704 3.5 
1949 25,464 825 3.2 
1950 29,813 871 2.9 
1951 30,462 1,185 3.9 
1952 no data no data no data 
1953 33,833 1,288 3.8 
1954 34,232 1,247 3.6 
1955 36,494 1,303 3.6 
1956 40,666 1,358 3.3 
1957 43,391 1,305 3.0 
1958 47,245 1,372 2.9 
1959 48,486 1,356 2.8 
1960 53,107 1,490 2.8 
1961 58,086 1,080 1.9 
1962 64,705 1,189 1.8 
1963 74,814 1,312 1.8 
1964 82,045 1,370 1.7 
1965 82,079 1,463 1.8 
1966 100,262 1,855 1.9 
1967 110,315 2,009 1.8 
1968 121,362 2,031 1.7 
1969 134,959 2,501 1.9 
1970 144,708 2,689 1.9 
1971 140,126 2,501 1.8 
1972 146,097 3,054 2.1 
1973 151,066 3,586 2.4 
1974 154,580 4,000 2.6 
1975 179,344 4,620 2.6 
1976 203,068 6,450 3.2 
1977 235,509 5,170 2.2 
1978 263,938 6,400 2.4 
1979 286,340 5,650 2.0 
1980 311,882 6,730 2.2 
1981 326,299 7,890 2.4 




1982 336,985 7,260 2.2 
1983 338,894 5,600 1.7 
1984 342,110 5,750 1.7 
1985 343,777 5,460 1.6 
1986 349,609 5,330 1.5 
1987 356,187 6,170 1.7 
1988 366,354 5,780 1.6 
1989 386,850 6,540 1.7 
1990 407,530 6,740 1.7 
1991 419,590 6,650 1.6 
1992 438,618 7,581 1.7 
1993 449,749 8,021 1.8 
1994 452,635 9,003 2.0 
1995 453,787 8,687 1.9 
1996 457,984 8,975 2.0 
1997 481,280 9,559 2.0 
1998 490,933 9,641 2.0 
1999 514,723 10,607 2.1 
2000 547,867 10,670 1.9 
2001 582,996 12,518 2.1 
2002 586,223 12,801 2.2 
2003 572,509 13,329 2.3 
2004 565,039 13,063 2.3 
2005 564,766 13,931 2.5 
2006 582,984 13,826 2.4 
2007 623,805 14,837 2.4 
2008 671,616 14,850 2.2 
2009 690,923 13,450 1.9 
2010 723,277 13,713 1.9 
2011 764,495 13,893 1.8 
2012 819,644 14,199 1.7 
2013 886,052 14,779 1.7 
2014 974,926 17,052 1.7 
2015 1,043,839 16,733 1.6 
2016 1,078,822 16,835 1.6 
2017 1,094,792 15,468 1.4 
 
Sources: Capen, Opportunities for Foreign Students at Colleges and Universities in the United 
States, 57–58; CFRFS, Directory of Foreign Students in the United States of America (New 




York: The Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, 1919); IIE, “Ninth 
Annual Report of the Director” (New York: Institute of International Education, 1928), 16–18; 
CFRFS, The Unofficial Ambassadors (1929-1948); IIE, Open Doors (1948-2017). 
  




Table 3. Percent change in number of Mexican students in the United States, 1913-2017 
Period Percent change 
1913 to 1921 43.0 
1921 to 1930 -1.3 
1930 to 1940 -22.5 
1940 to 1950 257.0 
1950 to 1960 71.1 
1960 to 1970 80.5 
1970 to 1980 150.3 
1980 to 1990 0.1 
1990 to 2000 58.3 
2000 to 2010 28.5 
2010 to 2018 12.8 
 
Sources: Capen, Opportunities for Foreign Students at Colleges and Universities in the United 
States, 57–58; CFRFS, Directory of Foreign Students in the United States of America (New 
York: The Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students, 1919); IIE, “Ninth 
Annual Report of the Director” (New York: Institute of International Education, 1928), 16–18; 
CFRFS, The Unofficial Ambassadors (1929-1948); IIE, Open Doors (1948-2017). 
  

















1935 186 165 21 11.3 
1936 185 160 25 13.5 
1937 209 192 17 8.1 
1938 222 196 26 11.7 
1939 198 171 27 13.6 
1940 244 210 34 13.9 
1941 257 206 51 19.8 
1942 358 290 68 19.0 
1943 378 305 73 19.3 
1945 364 270 94 25.8 
1946 510 377 133 26.1 
1947 631 489 142 22.5 
1948 704 521 183 26.0 
1949 825 no data no data no data 
1950 871 no data no data no data 
1951 1185 no data no data no data 
1952 no data no data no data no data 
1953 1288 1027 261 20.3 
1954 1247 1045 202 16.2 
1955 1303 1072 231 17.7 
1956 1358 1116 242 17.8 
1957 1305 1089 202 15.5 
1958 1372 1135 237 17.3 
1959 1356 1159 197 14.5 
1960 1490 1260 230 15.4 
1961 1080 806 274 25.4 
1962 1189 926 263 22.1 
1963 1312 1034 287 21.9 
1964 1370 1040 330 24.1 
1965 1463 1129 334 22.8 
1966 1855 1434 421 22.7 
1967 2009 1562 447 22.2 
1968 2031 1581 450 22.2 




1969 2501 1912 552 22.1 
1970 2689 2054 634 23.6 
1971 2501 1811 633 25.3 
1972 3054 2251 774 25.3 
1973 3586 2691 928 25.9 
 
Sources: CFRFS, The Unofficial Ambassadors (1929-1948); IIE, Open Doors (1948-2017). 
 
  




Table 5. Mexican students by area of study, 1926 
Area of study Students Percent 
Engineering 92 43.6 
Liberal Arts 48 22.7 
Agriculture 11 5.2 
Commerce 9 4.3 
Medicine 6 2.8 
Dentistry 5 2.4 
Architecture 3 1.4 
Theology 3 1.4 
Education 1 0.5 
Journalism 1 0.5 
Law 1 0.5 
Forestry 0 0.0 
Library 
Science 0 0.0 
Pharmacy 0 0.0 
Unclassified 31 14.7 
Total 211 100.0 
 
Source: Institute of International Education. “Eighth Annual Report of the Director.” New York: 
Institute of International Education, 1927, p. 34. 
  




Table 6. Mexican students by area of study, 1950 
 
Area of study Students Percent 




Liberal Arts 107 12.3 
Religion 105 12.1 







Agriculture 39 4.5 
Fine Arts 24 2.8 
Education 18 2.1 
All Other 81 9.3 
Total 871 100.0 
 
Source: Institute of International Education, “Open Doors: Report on International Education 
Exchange” (New York, 1951), 26. 
  



























New Jersey 2 








Source: Committee on Friendly Relations among Foreign Students. Directory of Foreign 
Students in the United States of America. New York: The Committee on Friendly Relations 
Among Foreign Students, 1919. 
  




Table 8. U.S. colleges and universities with the largest numbers of Mexican students, 1919 
University of Illinois (Evanston, IL) 14 
St. Mary’s College (Oakland, CA) 12 
Mount Saint Mary’s College (Emittsburg, ME) 12 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (Cambridge, MA) 10 
University of Texas (Austin, TX) 9 
Dubuque College and Seminary (Dubuque, IA) 9 
Lincoln Memorial University (Harrogate, TN) 9 
 
Source: Committee on Friendly Relations among Foreign Students. Directory of Foreign 
Students in the United States of America. New York: The Committee on Friendly Relations 
Among Foreign Students, 1919. 
  






































New Jersey 6 
Virginia 6 
Connecticut 5 
Rhode Island 5 
Alabama 5 





South Carolina 3 









New Hampshire 1 




Source: Institute of International Education, “Open Doors: Report on International Education 
Exchange” (New York, 1969), 47. 
  













California 11.9 29.3 17.5 
Texas 9.2 18.3 9.1 
Arizona 2.7 5.9 3.2 
Wisconsin 0.4 2.2 1.8 
District of 
Columbia 
0.4 2.2 1.8 
Michigan 2.3 3.8 1.5 
Iowa 4.2 1.3 -2.9 
Colorado 4.2 0.6 -3.6 
New York 8.8 5.0 -3.8 
Tennessee 4.6 0.4 -4.2 
Maryland 5.4 0.6 -4.8 
Illinois 10.0 5.2 -4.8 
Massachusetts 7.7 2.3 -5.3 
Pennsylvania 8.8 2.1 -6.7 
*Included are the top ten receiving states in 1919 and/or 1968. 
Sources: Committee on Friendly Relations among Foreign Students. Directory of Foreign 
Students in the United States of America. New York: The Committee on Friendly Relations 
Among Foreign Students, 1919; Institute of International Education, 47. 
  




Appendix 2: Mexican students at selected U.S. universities 
Another way to quantify Mexican student migration is to count Mexican students 
enrolled at individual U.S. institutions over time. I collected this kind of data at Georgetown 
University, Stanford University, University of Texas (Austin), and the University of California 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles). These universities were chosen to be broadly illustrative of 
different types of universities that Mexican students attended (public, private, religious) and to 
cover distinct regions of the United States, but they are not representative in a statistical sense.In 
some cases, counting the number of Mexican students involved capturing the institution’s own 
figures on the numbers of foreign students for a given year. At Stanford, for example, directories 
published annually reported this information from 1891 to 1971, making it relatively 
straightforward to tabulate the number of Mexicans on campus at any given time (see Table 11 
below).20 At the University of California-Berkeley, I found only sporadic data on the numbers of 
foreign students, as shown in Table 12. At Georgetown and the University of Texas, I went 
through yearbooks and directories, respectively, to count Mexican students. In this case, my data 
for Texas (Table 13) shows the number of new Mexican students enrolling each year, so it is not 
directly comparable to data for the Californian institutions. The University of Texas began to 
create its own annual counts of foreign students beginning in 1961, and this data (in Table 14)  
could be compared to Stanford or Berkeley. For Georgetown, I have not included data because 
so few Mexican students were enrolled at any given time; rather, the university is significant for 
the study because it has records of Mexican enrollment dating to the early nineteenth century. 
                                                 
20 Some of these are available online. See Stanford University, “Annual Register,” n.d., 
https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/482862. 




My research at UCLA yielded the similar finding that very few Mexican students were enrolled 
during the majority of my period of study, perhaps because the university itself was relatively 
new, so I did not include information on the numbers of students at UCLA. 
This work brought to the fore the question of how to define “the Mexican student.” When 
I used university-created totals of Mexican students, I could not scrutinize how administrators 
made this determination. At the University of Texas, where I created this data myself, I decided 
that I would count Mexican students as those who had a home address listed in Mexico. This 
yielded many individuals who had non-Spanish first names and surnames. Were they the 
children of U.S. or European immigrants to Mexico – that is, first-generation Mexican citizens? 
Or were they U.S. citizens of expatriate families living in Mexico for an indeterminate amount of 
time? Did they identify with Mexican nationality or not? Moreover, I noticed that directories 
contained many individuals with Spanish surnames whose home addresses were in Texas. Surely 
many of these were U.S. citizens, but others could have been Mexican nationals who were U.S. 
residents. Did they feel connected to recently-migrated Mexican students, or not? To address 
these questions would require further contextualizing the identities and politics of Mexicans and 
Mexican-American in Texas and white expatriate communities in Mexico. As I counted students, 
I made a database where I noted their names, years of attendance, hometowns and home states in 
Mexico, and other information when available such as their major or even their home address. In 
some cases, I added more information on the same individuals from other sources. This data 
could be analyzed university-by-university to make comparisons between student populations to 
understand different universities’ particularities.  




Table 11. Mexican students at Stanford University, 1891-1971 
1891 0 
1892 1 
1893 no data 
1894 0 
1895 no data 
1896 no data 
1897 no data 



















































































Sources: Stanford University, Annual Register, 1892-1947 volumes available online, 
https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/482862; Stanford University, University Directory, 1948-
1961, Stanford Special Collections and University Archives, Green Library; Stanford University, 
Stanford Student Directory, 1963-1990 (foreign student information discontinued after 1971), 
Stanford Special Collections and University Archives, Green Library. 
  
















Sources: UC Berkeley, University Archives, Records of the Office of the President, 1914-1958, 
Foreign Students (345), Container Numbers 1944, 1946, 1948, 1953; UC Berkeley, University 
Archives, Records of the Office of the Chancellor, Box 82, Folder 19; Box 140, Folders 17-20. 
  






































































Sources: Bulletin of the University of Texas and Student Directory, 1906-1959. University of 
Texas Archives, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas. 
  
















































Sources: Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas. International Office 
Records, Box 2010-113, Folders 1-5.  




Appendix 3: Analyzing the Backgrounds of Scholarship Recipients 
In chapter 3 of the dissertation, I present data on the backgrounds of scholarship 
recipients from three programs: the Rockefeller Foundation (RF), the Banco de México, and the 
Cultural Institute of Mexico City during the middle years of the twentieth century. Data from the 
RF and the Banco de México is significantly more complete than data on students selected for 
scholarships by the Cultural Institute, which comes from a single source cited in chapter 3. 
Information on RF becarios was collected from the Rockefeller Archive Center’s Record Group 
10. For becarios in the Agricultural Program, I created a sample of 40 individuals by selecting 
every fifth individual in the RF’s collection of “recorder cards” for Mexican scholarship 
recipients. The exact number of RF becarios in the program between 1944 and 1970 is unknown 
due to duplications and some miscategorized cards, but it is around 250. I excluded from the 
sample those who were not enrolled in degree programs and took the following individual 
instead. In most cases, the recorder cards corresponded to a personal file with correspondence, 
applications, and internal memoranda related to the individual in question (five recorder cards 
had no file). From the cards and the files, I logged information in the database including name, 
date of birth, home address, home town, home state, schools attended in Mexico, years studying 
in the United States, area of study, and degrees earned. I also created a sample using the same 
criteria for becarios in the Medical and Natural Sciences program, and I logged information all of 
the university-affiliated becarios from the RF’s other, smaller programs for the humanities and 
social sciences. I did not analyze this data in the dissertation, but I do cite some individual cases. 
For the Banco de México, though I did not access archival information about its becarios, 
I was able to quantitatively analyze biographical profiles in its 1961 directory for scholarships 




awarded between 1944 and 1959.21 Instead of sampling from the directory of 521 individuals, I 
did not sample but did exclude becarios if they were missing data (55 cases) or had not attended 
universities but instead had pursued research, attended conferences, or completed training or 
internships in private firms, hospitals, or other non-academic settings. In total, I excluded 131 
cases from the directory and analyzed 380 profiles. There are a few individuals included in both 
the Banco de México and RF databases because they held both fellowships. Of the Banco de 
México becarios in the database, I grouped them by their location of study, and the graphs in 
chapter 3 include only the becarios based in the United States. However, the tables below include 
information on all becarios regardless of destination unless otherwise noted. The data available 
on the Banco de México becarios is similar to that which I collected for RF becarios. 
In chapter 3, I analyze students’ hometowns by Mexican regions, which are comprised of 
Mexican states. Adapting a grouping of the nation’s economic regions proposed by Ángel 
Bassols Batalla in 1979, I defined them as follows.22 
1. Distrito Federal 
2. Center East: Estado de México, Hidalgo, Morelos, Puebla, Querétaro, Tlaxcala 
3. Center West: Aguascalientes, Colima, Guanajuato, Jalisco, Michoacán 
4. East: Tabasco, Veracruz 
5. Northeast: Nuevo León, Tamaulipas 
6. North: Chihuahua, Coahuila, Durango, San Luis Potosí, Zacatecas 
7. Northwest: Baja California, Baja California Sur, Nayarit, Sinaloa, Sonora 
8. South: Chiapas, Guerrero, Oaxaca 
9. Peninsula: Campeche, Quintana Roo, Yucatán 
  
                                                 
21 Banco de México, Programas de becas y datos profesionales de los becarios, 43–270. 
22 Ángel Bassols Batalla, México: Formación de regiones económicas. Influencias, factores y sistemas 
(Mexico City: Univesidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1979), 496–97. 




Table 15. First year studying abroad among RF becarios in the Agricultural Program sample 
 






Table 16. Regional origins of RF becarios in the Agricultural Program sample 
Region Students Percent 
North 11 27.5 
Center West 9 22.5 
Center East 4 10.0 
Distrito 
Federal 4 10.0 
South 2 5.0 
Northeast 2 5.0 
East 2 5.0 
Peninsula 1 2.5 
No data 5 12.5 
Total 40 100.0 
  




Table 17. U.S. universities attended by RF becarios in the Agricultural Program sample 
 
University of California Davis 8 
University of Minnesota 5 
Purdue University 4 
Cornell University 2 




North Carolina State University 2 
Oklahoma State University 2 
University of Nebraska 2 
Catholic University of America 1 
Michigan State University 1 
Pennsylvania State University 1 
University of Iowa 1 
University of Tennessee 1 
University of Wisconsin 1 
West Virginia University 1 
Unknown 3 
*Includes only the first U.S. universities attended by RF becarios. Nine returned to the United 
States for further study at a different university than where they first studied.  




Table 18. Banco de México university-bound becarios by study abroad destination, c. 1944-c. 
1959 
United States 284 
Europe 74 




Table 19. First year studying abroad among Banco de México becarios, c. 1944-c. 1959 






Table 20. Top U.S. university destinations for Banco de México becarios, c. 1944-c. 1959 
Harvard University 19 
University of Michigan 19 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 17 
Columbia University 15 
University of Wisconsin 15 
University of California (all campuses) 14 
Cornell University 11 
  




Table 21. Highest degree earned abroad among Banco de México becarios by 1959 
Ph.D. or other doctoral level 34 
Master's degree 103 





Table 22. Regional origins of Banco de México becarios studying in the United States, 1944-c. 
1959 
Region Students Percent 
Distrito Federal 123 43.3 
Center West 47 16.5 
North 26 9.2 
Northeast 26 9.2 
Center East 17 6.0 
South 9 3.2 
East 9 3.2 
Northwest 8 2.8 
Peninsula 7 2.5 
No data 12 4.2 
Total 284 100.0 
 
  




Appendix 4: Biographical data, heads of committees for the Instituto Nacional de 
Investigación Científica’s 1970 study Política nacional y programas de ciencia y tecnología 
In chapter 5, I discuss the academic background of the heads of committees for the 
INIC’s report that laid the groundwork for Conacyt. In Table 23, I provide the names of the 
committee members as well as the director of INIC. I list the institutions they attended in Mexico 
and foreign institutions, if any, which they attended. I note the professional title they held in 
1970 and the institution to which they were affiliated at that time. Footnotes indicate relevant 
sources for each individual. I use the following abbreviations: 
CINVESTAV-IPN: Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Avanzados del Instituto 
Politécnico Nacional 
ENA: Escuela Nacional de Agricultura 
IPN: Instituto Politécnico Nacional 
ITAM: Instituto Tecnológico Autónomo de México 
MIT: Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
UNAM: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
  
































Director of the 





Marine Science UNAM Stanford 
Director of the 









of the Comisión de 
Administración 
Pública 
















                                                 
23 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 310; Camp, Mexican Political 
Biographies, 1935-2009, 7. 
24 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 254; María Esther Ortiz Salazar, 
“¿Quién es Fernando Alba?,” Instituto de Física, UNAM, accessed December 9, 2018, 
http://www.fisica.unam.mx/fernando_alba.php. 
25 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 323; Rebeca Mendoza de Flores, 
“Trayectoria científica de Agustín Ayala-Castañares,” in Agustín Ayala-Castañares: Universitario, 
impulsor de la investigación científica, ed. Luis A. Soto (Mexico City: Instituto de Ciencias del Mar y 
Limnología, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 2003), 23–48. 
26 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 251; Camp, Mexican Political 
Biographies, 1935-2009, 161; “Biografía,” Dr. Alejandro Carrillo Castro, accessed December 9, 2018, 
http://alejandrocarrillocastro.com/biografia/. 
27 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 268; “Carlos Casas Campillo,” El 
Colegio Nacional, accessed December 9, 2018, http://colnal.mx/members/carlos-casas-campillo. 































































Earth Science UNAM Brown 




                                                 
28 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 262; Alfonso Romo de Vivar, “Dr. 
Raúl Remigio Cetina Rosado (1920-1999),” Revista de la Sociedad Química de México 44, no. 1 (March 
2000): 2–3. 
29 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 250; Camp, Mexican Political 
Biographies, 1935-2009, 266. 
30 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 327; Banco de México, Programas 
de becas y datos profesionales de los becarios, 106; Verónica Benítez Escudero, “Roger Díaz de Cossío,” 
Instituto de Ingeniería, UNAM, June 1, 2004, http://www.iingen.unam.mx/es-
mx/BancoDeInformacion/Entrevistas/Paginas/RogerDiazdeCossio.aspx. 
31 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 150; Camp, Mexican Political 
Biographies, 1935-2009, 277. 
32 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 274; Camp, Mexican Political 
Biographies, 1935-2009, 402–3. 
33 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, Política nacional, 335. 
34 Instituto Nacional de la Investigación Científica, 315; “Dr. Ismael Herrera Revilla. Datos personales,” 
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